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Introduction

The Clan Buchanan (Figure 1) was one of 
the world’s fastest cargo ships at a time when 
sailing vessels still outnumbered steamers 
two to one. Built in Scotland for the San 
Francisco trade, she was frequently in the 
news, especially in California. Her earliest 
mention in the San Francisco newspapers 

Mutiny on the Clan Buchanan

Brian Dervin Dillon

was of her first passage in through the Golden 
Gate on September 27, 1887.¹ For the next 
twenty years, she would return to California, 
her voyages almost exactly a year apart. 

On November 17, 1888, San Francisco’s 
oldest newspaper, the Daily Alta California, 
published a front-page article under the 
headline: 

Figure 1: The Clan Buchanan at anchor in Australian waters. One of the fastest 
cargo ships afloat, she was built in Scotland in 1887 for the San Francisco trade.

Photo courtesy of the Australian National Library.
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Editor’s Corner . . .

Welcome to the Winter, 2017 edition of 
the L.A. Westerners’ Branding Iron, my very 
first issue as newly-elected Editor. This is-
sue’s lead article comes from Brian Dillon, 
our new Sheriff. He combines family and 
maritime history in a thrilling tale of high-
seas mutiny aboard the windjammer Clan 
Buchanan.

Our next article by Eric Nelson continues 
the nautical and legal theme, with an account 
of one Forty-Niner's brush with scurvy and 
lawsuits on the William and Henry.

Lastly, we return to terra firma with  
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monthly Corral roundup summaries by our 
younger members Aaron Tate and yours tru-
ly, and two book reviews by living legend 
Abe Hoffman and Sheriff Dillon.

Many thanks to the contributors who 
make this publication possible. If you want to 
share your knowledge and enthusiasm for 
Western history, please contact me with your 
ideas for articles. I look forward to working 
with you in the future.

Happy Trails!
John Dillon

John.Dervin.Dillon@gmail.com  
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A SEA LAWYER’S COMPLAINT. 
State of the Sailors on the British Ship 

Buchanan.

Last night two of the crew of the 
British ship Buchanan came into the Alta 
office and requested that the following 
statement of their grievances be given 
place in our columns: The British ship 
Clan Buchanan, 2071 tons register, left 
Tilbury docks June 26th, bound for San 
Francisco, with the small number of 
fourteen able seamen on board.² The 
chief officer set the watches on the 27th 
and said he was proud of having such a 
fine able crew, but that his orders from 
the Captain were that the forecastle door 
should be locked during our watch on 
deck.³ We asked him what we should do 
if we wanted our oilskins or a drink of 
water...that the forecastle was the only 
place to keep our clothing and water...
He said: “I don’t know; it is the Captain’s 
orders.” These orders were carried out 
until July 6th, when the crew went aft 
to see the Captain...We told him that in 
the stormy weather we had encountered 
in the Channel several got wet and had 
to remain so until the watch expired on 
account of all our effects being under lock. 
We then asked him what was his reason 
for locking our door, or whether he had 
found any man inattentive to duty. “No, 
I have no fault to find with any of you 
men,“ he said, “you are as good a crew as 
ever I had under my command.” We then 
said we had a stormy passage and Cape 
Horn to contend with, and asked what 
we should do there and where were we 
go get our dry clothing. The Captain said: 
“You can keep them in the water-closet,” 
which was often flooded with water. We 
then asked him why this order was not 
read to us with the ordinary rules of the 
Merchant Shipping Act before signing 
articles.⁴ He answered “It is a rule of my 
own and I intend to carry it out.” We 
thought he was not justified in doing 
it. We said we could do no more than 
necessary under those circumstances: He 
said: “All right; you can go forward.” 

Twelve out of fourteen were locked 
in the port forecastle. We remained there 
a few hours, and were then taken aft in 
pairs, placed in irons. Remained so until 
July 11th, without food, and from July 
6th until the 8th. We asked continually 
for food which was always refused. 
We told him if we did not get food we 
should die of starvation, and he would 
be answerable for it. We were liberated 
July 11th, in a very weak condition. The 
doors were then left open the remainder 
of the passage. We arrived in this port 
November 2nd. Four members of the 
crew had an interview with the British 
Consul, who told the Captain he had 
been guilty of cruel treatment and had 
better pay what was due to us, and that 
would end it.⁵ The Captain refused to do 
so. We were told to go on board and wait 
until he sent for us. On November 12th 
one of the number was sent for and told 
by the British Consul that he could do no 
more in the case. 

An article appearing in the Morning 
Call this morning puts great stress upon 
the men spending their time in their 
bunks when duty required them on 
deck. This was only surmised, and never 
really occurred. Perhaps the citizens of 
San Francisco and gentlemen connected 
with shipping commerce would be 
surprised to hear that the second officer 
of this noble four-masted ship…spent the 
greater part of his time down in the fore-
peak chipping iron rust by orders of the 
Captain, while the deck was left entirely 
without an officer to give orders.⁶ Upon 
one occasion one of the crew, W. Wilson 
by name, being at the helm, the ship 
was struck by a squall flat aback with no 
officer on deck. Not knowing what to do, 
he had to knock loudly on the companion 
to call the Captain on deck.⁷

The Clan Buchanan was barely a year 
old at the time of this deep-sea contretemps. 
Only two men aboard were neither officer 
nor sailor. One, a Mr. Murray, is now lost 
to history, but the other kept a diary during 
the tumultuous 1888 voyage. This diarist, 
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William Martin Müller (1865-1899), was my 
great-grandfather.

The Müllers of Stuttgart, Hong Kong, 
Dunfermline, Glasgow, London, California, 

and Colorado

My great-great-grandfather Ferdinand 
Robert Müller (1829-1922) was the well-
educated son of a Stuttgart businessman.⁸ In 
danger of conscription when the great 1848 
revolutions racked Europe, nineteen-year-
old Ferdinand cast about for ways to avoid 
ending up in uniform. Family folklore has 
it that he lit out for the Far East as much to 
escape military service as to make his fortune. 
By 1850 the young, energetic, multilingual 
Müller was clerking in Hong Kong for a 
Scottish firm.⁹ Later posted to Burma, he 
helped develop the nascent rubber industry 
there. After more than a decade of loyal 
service and regular promotions, by the early 
1860’s Müller had married the boss’ daughter, 

moved to Scotland, and begun a family. He 
became a naturalized Briton, and engaged 
in various businesses first in Dumfermline, 
a small town across the Firth of Forth from 
Edinburgh, then in Glasgow, Scotland’s 
largest and most prosperous city. Sometimes 
in partnership with others, sometimes alone, 
he maintained commercial relations not only 
with emerging Germany, but also with Asia, 
the United States, and even South America.

As he did in business, Müller also made 
a success of fatherhood. He and his Scottish 
wife Mary Christie Allester produced eight 
children, four sons and four daughters 
(Figure 2). All were well-educated, proud to 
be British, spoke English with a Scots burr, 
and German with an English accent. The 
eldest son, William Martin Müller (1865-1899) 
was born in Dumfermline, and destined to 
follow his father into the international family 
business. But William, unfortunately, was a 
“consumptive,” the late 19th century term 
for tubercular. His parents decided that, at 

Figure 2: The German-Scots Müller family circa 1885. 
Back row: Nellie Müller, William Martin Müller, Mary Christie Allester (Martin’s grandmother), 
Herman Müller, Mary Müller, and David Müller. Seated: Caroline Müller, Patriarch Ferdinand 
Robert Müller, Matriarch Mary Christie Allester Müller, and Emily Müller. Front: Robert Müller. 

Macnab Photo, Glasgow, Scotland. Dillon collection.
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the age of twenty-three, he should leave 
damp, dank, Scotland for the dryer climate of 
the American West to see if his health might 
improve. He would go to the New World on 
the Clan Buchanan.

Clipper Ships and Windjammers

Like most international businessmen of 
his time, Ferdinand Müller was intimately 
familiar with shipping, ships, and the 
varying commercial capabilities of a wide 
variety of ship designs. During his youth 
in China, the fastest ships afloat were the 
China Clippers, mostly American-built, but 
many also from the United Kingdom’s best 
shipyards on the River Clyde, which watered 
Glasgow, Scotland. Clipper ships were the 
“greyhounds of the seas”-long, narrow, 
with limited cargo space, but cramming on 

every inch of sail possible.¹⁰ Their first cargo 
was tea from China, mainly for the British 
market-millions of “tea-slurping Limeys”-an 
entire nation addicted to the exotic beverage. 
Clipper ships raced each other across the 
Pacific and around Cape Horn, the first to 
arrive at their destination commanding the 
highest price for its very valuable cargo.¹¹ 

But even in the 1850s, much slower 
steam-sailers were becoming ever more 
common, relying both upon wind and 
steam power depending upon which was 
most economical for specific stretches of 
their transits. Three decades later, by the 
1880’s, after the propeller made side- and 
stern-paddles obsolete, modern iron-hulled 
“steam-only” cargo vessels, the wave of the 
future, were coming into their own, especially 
on short-haul routes.¹² But the steamers still 
had two shortcomings that kept efficient 

Figure 3: Looking forward over the deck of the Clan Buchanan. Note the lower spanker boom angling 
from center to left from the jiggermast, the other masts marching forward just to right of center. Visible at 
right through the rigging is a cargo hoist projecting upwards from the deck of a loading lighter. The gent 
standing in front of the jiggermast is identified in some copies of this print as the ship’s captain (Rankine?). 

Photo probably by Wilhelm Hester, Dillon collection.
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wind-powered cargo ships alive by their 
thousands: coal cost money, while wind cost 
none, and every ton of coal carried by a cargo 
vessel to heat its boilers was a ton of paying 
cargo that could never be loaded. Hence, the 
persistence of the last, and most modern, 
sailing ships of all time- the big cargo vessels 
we now call Windjammers.¹³ 

Windjammer design in the 1880s 
borrowed the best technology from both 
traditions, old and new. Many were iron-
hulled, like the propeller-driven steamships, 
yet many could also raise as much or even 
more sail as the fastest clipper ships. But here 
the similarities ended. Windjammer hull 
design was generally long and sleek, if not as 
narrow as the older clippers, not squat and 
wide like the new coal-burners. Their cargo 
space was configured for bulk grain, ton 
after ton of it, rather than just a few hundred 
lightweight boxes of tea. Their iron hulls 
allowed for much more usable cargo space 
than the old clippers, whose wooden ribs 
and thick beam bracing ate up more room 
than the slimmer, stronger, Windjammer 
iron girders.

The Clan Buchanan

The Clan Buchanan was built by Russell & 
Company, at their Kingston Yard at Port 
Glasgow, Scotland. Port Glasgow lay on 
the south shore of the River Clyde, far from 
the congested city of the same name some 
twenty miles upstream. Greenock, where 
the ship was fitted out, lay another five 
miles even farther west, just inland and 
around the point from the Firth of Clyde. 
By the time of her construction, Glasgow 
was the largest seaport in Great Britain, and 
arguably the most important ship-building 
city in the world. The Clan Buchanan was 
an iron-hulled, 4-masted square-rigger. She 
was a “general cargo fast sailing vessel,” 
a classic Windjammer. Launched on March 
24, 1887, she was 283.5 feet in length, had a 
beam of 40.5 feet, measured 24.5 feet from 
keel to deck, and she was 2139 gross tons.¹⁴ 
The vessel was originally ship-rigged, but at 
some point during her thirty years of active 
service, was reconfigured as a four-masted 

bark: her first three masts still square-rigged, 
but her jigger (final, or “fourth”) mast, now 
fore-and-aft rigged.¹⁵ Her first owners were 
Thomas Dunlop & Sons, of Glasgow: she 
was their first four-masted vessel.¹⁶ The Clan 
Buchanan was a famous ship, celebrated for 
her speed, beating many other contemporary 
cargo vessels’ times from Australia, Japan, 
even Europe, to California.¹⁷ Earlier and later 
vessels, both stinkpot steamers, would bear 
the same name, yet only one Clan Buchanan 
was a “grain racer,” powered by wind and 
sails.¹⁸ At the triumphant conclusion of one 
such “race” she was pictured on the front 
page of the San Francisco Call (Figure 8).¹⁹ 

Around the Horn with William Müller

Since there would be no opportunities 
for posting letters on his voyage, William 
Müller opted instead to keep a diary, with 
the idea that he would send it back to 
Scotland upon his arrival. This he did, even 
copying a map by hand on which he marked 
his route, indicating specific progress points 
taken from the captain’s log (Figure 4). From 
San Francisco he did indeed mail his diary 
back to his proud father. Ferdinand Müller 
had it bound in leather, and then its contents 
abstracted and printed as a small pamphlet 
(Figure 7). In 1919 he gave both to his 
granddaughter, his son’s only child, and my 
own grandmother. 

William Müller’s diary began with the 
salutation “Dear Father, Mother, Brothers 
Sisters” when he came aboard the Clan 
Buchanan on June 25th, 1888. On its very first 
page he noted, in humorous fashion, the lack 
of self-control exhibited by at least some of 
the ship’s crew:

Sailors, you know, are a merry lot of 
men as a rule, and fond of imbibing to 
the full, whilst the money lasts. Our poor 
Jacks were all more or less inebriated, 
indeed two of them were so bad as to 
jump into the dock before we started, 
and it was with great difficulty they were 
got out...one of them especially...defied 
all efforts to get him out...two men were 
lowered over the side and hauled him 
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out...he persisted in telling us he could 
“schwim.” Off Gravesend he stripped 
himself, unseen by anyone, and...Luckily 
two of the men saw him in the act of 
getting on the bulwarks, caught him by 
the legs, pulled him in, and put him to 
bed with the rest of them.²⁰

Because of strong headwinds, the ship 
could not make its southing down the 
English Channel, instead tacking back and 
forth. Her crew, now presumably sober, and 
suffering hangovers of biblical proportions, 
was completely soaked and chilled with 
spray. Muller noted:

As night was drawing nigh we 
mustered the crew aft, and informed 
[them] that the forecastle door would be 
locked while the watch was on deck. The 
chagrin with which the men received 
this announcement was anything but 
agreeable; loud murmurings, curses, 
and oaths could be heard on all sides. 
The Jacks had all come forward with 
joyful and beaming faces, expecting a 
drink of grog, as is customary on the 
first night out. You can well imagine 

their disappointment when this was told 
them, and no grog served.²¹ 

All contemporary sailing ships, and 
a great many steamers as well, had their 
forecastles-their crew’s quarters-divided 
into an even number of bunks on port and 
starboard sides, bracketing the “living area” 
along the ship centerline. This made it easy 
for half the ship’s complement to be on 
duty while the other half was sleeping or 
resting, the “starboard watch” aloft while 
the “port watch” was in their bunks in the 
foc’sel.²² Locking the foc’sel door not only 
kept the duty watch from going below for 
legitimate reasons (changing wet clothes) 
or for illegitimate ones (nipping away at 
concealed bottles of liquor), but also in 
effect rendered the off-duty watch prisoners 
within their own quarters. Tensions between 
the insulted, hungover, and angry crew and 
the exasperated Captain increased two days 
later: 

 At breakfast on Friday [June 29th] 
we were informed that a stowaway had 
come up out of the rope-locker...and was 
airing himself...on the forecastle-head, 

Figure 4: William Martin Müller’s 1888 sea diary. Left: Leather-bound cover. 
Right: Hand-drawn map of his route, with dated positions. Dillon collection.
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and no doubt being fed by the men. He 
was a real London rough. I was told by 
some of the men, who must have known 
him well, that he was a fighting-man, 
and wanted to get out to “Frisco” to earn 
a living as a pugilist...²³ 

The stowaway was sent back to Blighty 
in a lugger, his passage, a completely 
unforeseen expense, paid by the greatly 
annoyed Clan Buchanan’s captain. The crew, 
after watching their guest being rowed away 
from the ship, now came to ask the Captain, 
at the worst possible time, to unlock the 
forecastle both day and night, not just for 
the short periods when the watches were 
being changed. The Captain again refused. 
Müller chanced to converse with some of the 
hands, and discovered that they were from 
Greenock, not far distant from his own home 
in Glasgow. His fellow Scotsmen told him 
that not only was the forecastle door locked, 
but also, beginning on the 9th day at sea, the 
door to the windlass house had also been 
locked. This meant that the watch on deck 
had no place to shelter during bad weather. 
Müller’s own diary entry for Friday, July 5th, 
1888, was entitled: “A Mutiny Threatened.” 

I was lying half-dosing [sic] in my 
bunk...when the scraping overhead 
suddenly ceased, and an awful row 
got up, with a tremendous amount 
of obscene language…twelve hands 
refused to work until the forecastle doors 
were left open on the night watches...
after breakfast the irons [manacles] were 
got out and a boy [one of the ship’s boys, 
in training to be junior officers] set to 
clean them a little, when it was found we 
had only eight pairs of irons for twelve 
men...How were we to get on? Return to 
London or go into some foreign port [?]...
the men were called aft again, and asked 
to commence work, which they refused 
to do unless the doors were left open, 
which the captain would not allow, but 
would let the windlass-house be open, 
as the locking of it was a mistake...On 
this being granted, two men turned to, 
but the remaining ten would not. Well, 
the only remedy was to put the men in 
irons as mutineers, which was done 
with no difficulty, as the men thought 
they would only be in for 24 hours, and 
quietly went into them. Otherwise, the 
men told me afterwards...they would 

Figure 5: Pages from William Martin Müller’s around-the-horn diary. Left: His account of 
Tierra del Fuego. Right: His final page, noting his arrival at San Francisco. Dillon collection.
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most decidedly not have permitted any 
man to put irons on them without a 
desperate struggle. The men were now 
locked up in pairs in different parts of 
the ship and left alone to think over their 
folly. The watches consisted now of only 
two officers, three boys and men, to take 
look-outs and [their turn at the] wheels 
and man the ship...Two days passed and 
the men had no food nor water...On the 
third day they were given some water...
the poop was turned into a jail-yard for 
prisoner’s constitutional walks; no very 
agreeable sight, men walking up and 
down in handcuffs.²⁴ 

The mutineers were asked every day to 
go back to work, but refused. The Captain’s 
draconian attempts to “starve them into 
submission” were frustrated by the four 
free members of the crew surreptitiously 
sneaking them small amounts of food. After 
five days of impasse, the manacled crew 
finally gave up, and the Captain agreed to 
unlock the foc’sel for the rest of the voyage. 
The “peace” between Captain and crew was 
brokered in the Captain’s cabin with Müller 
as the official witness, after several previous 
negotiations had failed:

...peace once more reigned on board 
after a very anxious time...The men might 
have broken out from their lock-ups, and 
then there would have been some broken 
heads and limbs, if not lives lost…We 
were very thankful it had ended as it 
had. The afternoon the men came out 
of irons I went into the forecastle when 
they were there, and asked them if they 
would mind having a drink of whiskey, 
which they did not refuse. The bottle was 
produced, and went merrily round the 
lot of mutineers, who smacked their lips 
and declared it was strong stuff, and that 
I was a “trump,” “gentleman,” &c...²⁵

During the next few days after the mutiny 
was quelled, Müller helped the crew with 
their duties, caulking the decks under the 
direction of the ship’s carpenter, and going 

aloft to help bend on new sails as these were 
finished by the sailmaker. Now considered a 
firm friend of the crew, Müller also “crossed 
the line” (the Equator) for the first time. He 
recorded the visit of “Father Neptune” and 
his subsequent initiation:

...those passengers, men and boys, 
who have never crossed it before, must 
come under his Oceanic Majesty’s 
processes of tarring, shaving, and 
ducking, to the intense delight of his 
children who have already gone through 
the ordeal... Neptune and his followers 
came aft [and]...in a loud, stentorian 
voice, asked our skipper what ship this 
was, where from, and bound for where? 
After receiving answers...[came]...his 
wife, Amphitrite, the medicine-man, 
the shavers and the duckers. In order 
to appease his Majesty’s and follower’s 
thirst, which was very considerable for 
spirits-which liquor is somewhat difficult 
to produce in these latitudes-our captain 
ordered the steward to supply them with 
a glass of rum each. 

Figure 6: William Martin Müller, the Teuto-Cale-
donian cowboy, near Phoenix, Arizona, circa 1890. 
Muller lived all over the American West, from Cali-
fornia to Colorado, and never returned to Europe. 
He married a young Scots widow with three chil-
dren and lived just long enough to see the birth of 
his only child, my grandmother, in Colorado just a 
few months before dying of tuberculosis at age 34. 

Dillon collection photo. 
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My turn now came, and I was asked 
which I would have-pay my tribute 
to Neptune, or be ducked...I thought, 
well, I’ll not spoil others fun-I’ll have 
both. When I answered Neptune that I 
would let them have both, they seemed 
so highly pleased that they cheered and 
cheered me over and over again...Tarred, 
shaved, and ducked, the same as the rest, 
I was then a child of Father Neptune’s...I 
went into the fo’c’s’le with a bottle of it-if 
not the famous V.R.V.O., very nearly as 
good a whiskey. Each man had a drink 
or two, and I was cordially pressed to 
stay...It was like a pandemonium in a few 
minutes, every man shouting his level 
best in the choruses of the songs...I was 
very pressingly asked to fetch another 
bottle, which I did, as you do not cross 
the line every day in your life...²⁶

Now the Clan Buchanan raced towards 
Cape Horn, making 300 nautical miles 
one 24-hour period under full sail, and in 
Müller’s words “going like a racehorse.” One 
of the crewmen had previously been on the 
Fingal, another four-master, which had taken 
9 weeks just to get around Cape Horn, losing 

half her crew and her second mate overboard 
in the process. Müller himself went aloft 
with all hands the night the ship made its 
approach, and by the dawn’s early light “on 
the starboard beam the hills of Tierra del 
Fuego, covered with snow” appeared. 

Making their westing now:

To pass away the time...[Müller and 
Murray]...got out our revolvers and had 
some sport at shooting the Cape pigeons 
[following the ship for the daily garbage 
thrown over the side]²⁷...the instant they 
come under our stern we blaze away at 
them, knocking over occasionally one or 
more birds...One day the skipper bet Mr. 
Murray that he could not hit his Tam o’ 
Shanter, hung up on the spanker boom, 
from the end of the poop...Well, he had a 
try at it, and put a nice hole through the 
cap, to the dismay of the “old man” and 
joy of us. We simply roared at the face of 
woe he put [on] when he saw the bullet 
has pierced his bonnet.²⁸

But the easy passage was only temporary, 
for Cape Horn soon lived up to its terrible 
reputation:

Figure 7 (Left): William Martin Müller’s sea diary, published as an undated pamphlet by his father back home in 
Britain. Dillon collection. Figure 8 (Right): The Clan Buchanan (left) racing the Langdale in through the Golden 
Gate on December 15, 1905, six years after Müller’s premature death from tuberculosis.  Both ships left the port of 
Antwerp, the Langdale with a ten-day lead, but Müller’s old ship whipped the slower vessel badly. Rendering by 

William A. Coulter on the front page of the San Francisco Call, December 16, 1905. 
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The famous Horn...is a dreary, 
rugged, barren land...nothing...but rocks 
and snow-covered hills...We are in for 
it now; a terrible snow squall has come 
on, and all hands are aloft shortening 
down canvas...The decks, ropes, masts 
spars...are literally white with the 
blinding snow, and the wind is now 
howling through the rigging...the galley 
is flooded...and the fire extinguished...
Monday morning [August 27th] at about 
five O’clock…The seas simply swept us...
Several times we were full up to the rails 
fore and aft...sometimes the half of the 
forecastle head itself was under water...
Every rope you pulled at was like ice 
and nearly froze your hands...this cold 
weather with snow squalls [lasted] for 
ten days to a fortnight, and for a month 
we had never a dry deck...²⁹

With the seasons of course reversed, 
Müller and his shipmates were going around 
the Horn in the dead of the South American 
winter. But, after they made their northing, 
the days slowly but surely got warmer, the 
oilskins came off, and the daily struggle once 
again became that against boredom, rather 
than the deadly elements:

One moonlight night we had a 
gymnastical competition...I amused 
them [the crew] greatly by walking on 
my hands and putting my legs behind 
my neck...When we were about 10 
degrees north of the line we got the 
doldrums...The sharks are swimming 
round our stern with the little pilot fish 
all about them...we got the shark hook, 
with the small piece of chain, and...put 
a large bit of raw fat pork on...After one 

Figure 9: The Clan Buchanan, now flying the Norwegian flag and re-named the Valerie, under 
sail sometime after 1908. The old Windjammer met a spectacular and heroic end: she was stopped 
off the French coast on April 22, 1917 by the German submarine UC 21, and sunk by cannon fire. 

Photo Courtesy of the Caledonian Maritime Research Trust. 
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or two misses one fellow got it into his 
jaws...a few smart pulls by the four of 
us...and...we passed him forward from 
man to man, outside the jigger-rigging...
then we pulled him on deck...³⁰

Finally, after more than four months at 
sea, San Francisco came into sight:

It is very nice to see the hills, houses, 
lights, and all things belonging to terra 
firma once again, after not having seen 
them for 129 days (except dreary Cape 
Horn). We are already through the 
Golden Gate...Now [I climb] away aloft 
and lend a hand to make the sails fast...
Custom House officials are sealing up 
our hatches...and the boarding-house 
sharks are on board, trying to get our 
sailors away...Jim Ah Sing, the washer-
man is on board, soliciting our trade...I 
have never felt any aches or pains since 
we were out of the English Channel, 
and hard work has made me as strong, I 
believe stronger, than ever I was before... 

Clan Buchanan, San Francisco, 
November 4th, 1888.³¹  

Aftermath

After the San Francisco newspaper 
mentions in November 1888, the near-
mutiny aboard the Clan Buchanan faded into 
obscurity. After all, both sides, the intolerant 
Captain and bumptious crew, were British 
subjects, and whatever had happened, right 
or wrong, took place on the high seas, far 
beyond American jurisdiction. California 
courts, no less than newspaper columns, were 
already swamped with similar contretemps 
from American vessels. Public opinion was 
that British Jurisprudence should deal with 
the Clan Buchanan after its return to Limey-
land. 

Meanwhile, great-grandfather William 
Martin Müller settled in San Francisco, 
but found the foggy climate there too 
insalubrious for his congested lungs. He 
then headed for much drier Arizona, where 
he embraced the cowboy ethos as part of his 
enthusiastic conversion from Scotsman to 

American (Figure 6). Müller’s peregrinations 
through the West ended in Colorado, 
where he met and married a tiny (4’8” tall) 
young Glaswegian widow with three small 
children, Margaret Flockhart Gray (1870-
1963). William and Margaret Müller made 
their trio of children a quartet by adding a 
daughter, Mary Christie Allester Muller in 
1898: she was my grandmother. 

Unfortunately, the consumption that had 
dogged William all his life finally caught up 
with him shortly after fatherhood. He died of 
tuberculosis in 1899, at age 34. After 1900 both 
the widow Muller, first in Colorado, then 
in the Puget Sound country of Washington 
State, and then William’s family back home 
in Glasgow, lost the über-Germanic umlaut in 
their name.³² In 1914 the latter family, now 
relocated to London, changed their name 
to Miller in response to British WWI anti-
German hysteria. The only American-born 
Muller, my grandmother, stopped being 
called that when she married yet another 
Scotsman, my Grandfather, and became a 
Sutherland. 

The Clan Buchanan sailed on, making 
many return visits to the Pacific Coast, under 
different captains.³³ The Clan Buchanan was 
sold late in 1908 to a Norwegian company 
based out of Stavanger. Re-named the 
Valerie, she continued in service as a cargo 
vessel (Figure 9).³⁴ She was sunk during 
World War I on April 22, 1917, by gunfire 
from the German Submarine UC 21, around 
30 miles west of the mouth of the Gironde 
River and Bordeaux, on the French Atlantic 
Coast.³⁵ Fortunately, the old Windjammer’s 
crew was taken off before she was sent to 
join Davy Jones. UC 21 was commanded by 
Oberleutnant zu See Reinhold Saltzwedel.³⁶ 
The Valerie/ex Clan Buchanan was only one 
of three vessels he sank that same day: the 
others were the British steamer Capenor and 
the American sailing schooner Percy Birdsall. 

A few old Windjammers continued 
to sail the seven seas between the wars, 
but most were wrecked, beached, or 
intentionally burned or broken up for the 
scrap metal value of their iron hulls. The final 
commercial Windjammer voyage, incredibly, 
took place in 1949. Two of the wonderful 
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old Clyde-built iron-hulled vessels remain 
afloat in American waters, both of them 
now museum ships. These are the Balclutha 
(1886),³⁷ much smaller (three-masted) than 
the Clan Buchanan, and docked at the San 
Francisco Maritime Museum, and the very 
similar four-masted Falls of Clyde (1878), once 
the pride of the Bishop Museum in Honolulu, 
but now of uncertain destiny. In years past I 
walked the decks of both vessels, imagining 
how it was for my great-grandfather when 
mutiny threatened more than a century ago 
on their younger sister, the Clan Buchanan. 
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Notes

1: Clan Buchanan’s First Arrival at San Francisco: 
Daily Alta California, 1887.
2: Fourteen Able-Bodied Seamen as Crew: This was 

a small complement, considering that comparable 
Windjammers sometimes had much larger crews, 
even twice that size (R. Dillon 1961). 
3: Forecastle Doors Locked: This was a common 
precaution in port to prevent desertion and to bar 
crimps or “shanghaiers” from enticing sailors off 
their home ships onto other, shorthanded, vessels 
with liquor bribes and tales of easier work and 
higher pay. Locking the doors on the high seas, 
however, was unheard of. Considered extremely 
provocative by the crew, this demonstrated the 
Captain’s disregard for them.
4: Signing Articles: Merchant seamen had 
virtually no rights of any kind, despite some 
early, faltering, legislation passed both in America 
and Great Britain. Intolerant, even psychopathic, 
Captains and mates could and did punish, abuse, 
torture, and even murder sailors on the flimsiest 
of pretexts with near-total impunity. For many 
sailors the only escape from a “hell ship” was 
desertion or suicide (R. Dillon 1961). 
5: Pay Off and be Done With It: This seemingly 
reasonable request was contrary to standard 
practice on British ships in the 1880’s, where 
crews signed on for the round-trip, and were 
only paid off at the end of their return voyage. In 
San Francisco, the Clan Buchanan’s crew had only 
fulfilled half of their obligation, and the Captain 
was justified in withholding their pay. 
6: Second Officer “Chipping Rust:” I.e., being 
punished, presumably for siding with the crew 
against the Captain.
7: Newspaper Account of the Clan Buchanan 
“Mutiny:” Daily Alta California, 1888b.
8: Müller Family History: Dillon and Soderland, 
1996: 78-91. We suspect that as Ferdinand Müller 
got older, he “advanced” his birth year. He wrote 
on a 1915 photograph to his granddaughter Mary 
Muller that he was “78½ years old,” from which 
she assumed a birth year of 1837 or 1836. My own 
estimate of his birth year as 1829 fits better with 
the chronology of revolution in what later became 
Germany and his China-Burma exploits.  
9: Ferdinand R. Müller in China: Dillon, Dillon 
and Dillon 2015: 39. 
10: Clipper Ships: R.H. Dillon 1959, 1961.
11: Later Clipper Ship Cargoes: Were opium, from 
India to China, 49’ers from the East Coast to Gold 
Rush California, and Coolies, the disgraceful 
Pacific analogy to the Atlantic slave trade, from 
China to California or Peru. By my definition, 
once sailing vessels were designed for bulk cargo, 
and became much broader and heavier than the 
old Tea Clippers of the 1820’s-50’s, they stopped 
being true “Clipper” ships, and are better termed 
Windjammers. 
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12: “Steam-only” Propeller-Driven Vessels: 
Dillon, Dillon and Dillon, 2014: 9-12, 16.  
13: Windjammers: A great many different kinds 
of ships have been called “Windjammers,” so this 
20th century term is elastic (cf: Lubbock, 1927, 
1929; Colton, 1954; R. Dillon, 1959, 1961; Gibbs, 
1968, 1969, 1997). But all iron-hulled, four- (or 
more) masted sailing ships, those sometimes 
termed “grain racers” for their speed and large 
cargo capacity, like the Clan Buchanan (on one 
voyage carrying 3700 tons of grain to Europe), 
were indeed Windjammers. 
14: Clan Buchanan Specifications: Neal, 1887: 66.
15: Ship to Bark Rig: Some sources state that this 
change was not made until 1900, yet Müller in 
his 1888 diary suggests a much earlier possible 
conversion. 
16: The Dunlop Company (1868-1956): Was a 
well-known grain shipper by wind ships, later by 
steamers. They eventually had a fleet of 14 vessels 
plying the Atlantic and Pacific. 
17: The Buchanan Clan: Was originally from 
Ulster. Its founder, Anselan Buey O’Kane, the son 
of a King, fled Ireland after killing many Danish 
Viking invaders, and came to Scotland around 
1016. By the 13th Century O’Kane’s descendants 
and followers were established on the eastern 
side of Loch Lomond, not too many miles north 
of where Glasgow would develop five hundred 
years later. The Clan Buchanan fought against 
the English until 1681, when it lost its lands. 
It subsequently became dispersed throughout 
Scotland, England, and the New World. President 
James Buchanan (1791-1868) was the most 
prominent American descendant of this Clan. 
18: Other “Clan Buchanans:” An earlier (1882) 
Clan Buchanan was a single-screw steamship, 
on the England-to-India run via the Suez Canal. 
Sold to Indian owners in Bombay in 1904, she 
was re-named the Shah Allum. A later (1938) Clan 
Buchanan was a Glasgow-built cargo steamer. This 
vessel was sunk in the Indian Ocean in 1941 by 
the German Commerce Raider Pinguin, after her 
crew, many of them Indian Moslems, had been 
taken aboard. Tragically, when the Pinguin was 
sunk by the HMS Cornwall ten days later, 107 of 
the Clan Buchanan’s POW crew drowned.  
19: Clan Buchanan San Francisco Newspaper 
Mentions: Daily Alta California 1887, 1888a, 1888b, 
1889, 1890a, 1890b, 1891a, 1891b; San Francisco 
Call 1890, 1891a, 1891b, 1895, 1896, 1900, 1901, 
1902, 1903, 1904a, 1904b, 1905, 1906a, 1906b, 1907, 
1908a, 1908b.
20: Our Jacks Were All Inebriated: Müller 1888: 1. 
21: Curses and Oaths: Müller 1888: 5. 
22: Forecastle: Is often rendered “fo’c’s’le” by 
British writers too fond of apostrophes, or as 

“fo’c’sle” by only slightly less apostrophe-happy 
Americans. I prefer the less ponderous foc’sel. All 
three are pronounced “folk sull.”
23: The Crew’s “Pet Pugilist” Stowaway 
Discovered: Müller 1888: 8.
24: Ten of Fourteen Sailors Put in Irons as 
Mutineers: Müller 1888: 16.
25: Müller Shares his Whiskey with the Mutineers: 
Müller 1888: 20.
26: Müller “Tarred, Shaved and Ducked” by Father 
Neptune: Müller 1888: 28-29. 
27: Cape Pigeons: Another name for the Cape 
Petrel, Daption capense.
28: Murray Puts a Pistol Bullet Through the 
Captain’s Tam o’ Shanter: Müller 1888: 38.
29: Cape Horn-“We are in for it Now:” Müller 
1888: 39-41.
30: Doldrums Shark-Fishing: Müller 1888: 43-45.
31: Müller Sails in Through the Golden Gate: 
Müller 1888: 48-51.
32: Müller’s Widow in Seattle: William Martin 
Müller’s widow and her four children moved to 
Washington State, and maintained close contacts 
with his family back in Britain. The widow Muller 
bought two keepsakes of the Clan Buchanan, 
most likely from someone aboard the ship itself 
when she was in port, as a remembrance of her 
dead husband. The first of these was a 1900 
“ship portrait” by Reginald Arthur Borstel, an 
Australian artist who typically worked from 
photographs, printed by the Adelaide Photo Co. 
of Sydney. The second was the wonderful deck 
photograph (Figure 3) probably taken in Seattle 
by Wilhelm Hester, a locally-famous maritime 
photographer. Both images were mounted around 
1900-1902 in identical mattes and frames under 
glass by the Seattle Art Co., of 1426 Second Ave, 
with the caption, in gold, Clan Buchanan. Both 
have commemorated W. M. Müller’s 1888 voyage 
on Muller, then Sutherland, and finally Dillon, 
family walls for more than a century. 
33: Clan Buchanan Captains: In 1887 Captain 
Alexander Jack, the Commodore or head captain 
of the entire Dunlop fleet, brought the Clan 
Buchanan into San Francisco on her first voyage 
(Daily Alta California, 1887). Müller never named 
the next, contentious, Captain in his diary, but 
the Daily Alta California (1888a) identified him as 
“Harris.” Captain George Harris began with the 
Dunlop Company in 1882. His 1888 decisions, as 
recorded in Müller’s diary, obviously met with the 
approval of the owners, for he is again noted at the 
helm of the Clan Buchanan two and three years later 
(San Francisco Call, 1890, 1891a). A later (1894-96, 
1900-1901, 1906), captain of the Clan Buchanan was 
Thomas Rankine (1853-1931). He earned his ticket 
in 1884 and captained both sailing vessels and 
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steamers for Thomas Dunlop & Sons of Glasgow. 
The beautiful brass chronometer Captain Rankine 
used on the Clan Buchanan recently came up for 
auction.
34: Clan Buchanan becomes a Norwegian Ship: 
Early 1908 references to the Clan Buchanan (San 
Francisco Call, 1908a) still refer to her as a British 
ship, while later ones (San Francisco Call, 1908b) 
note her as Norwegian, yet still bearing her 
original name. By 1909, the Clan Buchanan had 
become the Valerie.
35: UC 21: This submarine, not to be confused 
with the celebrated torpedo attack boat U 21, was 
launched on April 1, 1916, and commissioned on 
September 12, 1916. UC 21 was one of 64 UCII 
type coastal submarine mine-layers (lacking 
torpedo tubes, and, consequently, torpedoes), 
commissioned during WWI. The UC 21 was built 
at Hamburg by Blohm and Voss, to carry 18 type 
UC 200 mines, and an 88mm deck gun, with 133 
rounds for surface actions. She sank 98 ships, 
damaged six more, and took one small vessel as a 
prize. Sometime during September, 1917, she was 
lost with all hands (27) between Zeebrugge and 
her patrol area on the Bay of Biscay. 
36: Reinhold Saltzwedel (1889-1917): Was the 
commander of UC 21 from September 15, 1916 
through June 9, 1917. During his WWI career 
he sank 111 allied ships and damaged ten more, 
including two warships. He was awarded the 
Pour le Mérite (the “Blue Max,” Germany’s highest 
award) on August 20, 1917. Saltzwedel drowned 
on December 2, 1917 when his final command, the 
UB 81, hit a mine and was lost with all hands. 
37: The Clan Buchanan Beats the Balclutha 

from Australia to San Francisco: San Francisco 
Call 1900. The Clan Buchanan, however, did not 
always enjoy fast volyages. Huycke (1970: 53-54) 
notes that in 1907, she had such trouble making 
headway against contrary winds at Cape Horn 
that she ended up sailing around the world in 
the opposite direction just to make port at Santa 
Rosalia, Baja California, where three of her crew 
deserted. 
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A Gold Rush Trip Around the Horn in 1849

Eric A. Nelson

Adventurers by the thousands chose to 
sail from the East coast, around the Horn, 
to make their fortunes in the gold mines of 
California. Certainly, the excitement of such 
a voyage and the prospects of success in Cal-
ifornia, might serve to mask in comparison 
the risks and hardships to be undertaken in 
such a voyage. The following is an example 
of that excitement, one of three paragraphs 
penned by an unknown Argonaut on board 
a ship bound for California from New York 
on February 10, 1849, written to be sung to, 
or recited in the poetic meter of, Stephen Fos-
ter’s "Oh! Susanna," just published the previ-
ous year: 

“Our golden dreams are ripening fast
As our ship sails down the stream
We man the captain (sic, capstan) and 
work with a will
For California happy seens (sic, scenes)
The anchor a peake (sic, peak, i.e. raised) 
how swiftly we move
Towards the meeting of the water and 
sky
We’re coming to you dearest friend
California is the land for me

 The subject of this article is an argonaut 
named Joseph Coe, who probably felt the 
same way about the prospects of his voyage 
from Fairhaven, Massachusetts twelve days 
later on February 22, 1849, “to engage in an 
adventure in the newly discovered mines 

in California.” He was a member of what 
he referred to as “an association” of thirty-
one prospective miners, assigned to the 
ship William and Henry to work as members 
of the crew. His excitement soon turned to 
misery and despair. The hardships which 
Coe experienced on this voyage resulted in 
a January 22, 1850 lawsuit which he filed 
against John Church, Master of the William 
and Henry, following the ship’s arrival in 
Benicia.

Coe claimed that the following facts sub-
stantiated his complaint against Church, all 
of which he alleged constituted a breach of 
an agreement, made with Church on Febru-
ary 22, 1849, governing the rights and duties 
of the parties. Coe’s allegations included the 
following: a) shortly after leaving Fairhaven, 
Coe became sick and for some time he could 
not perform his duties as a seaman, during 
which time Church was abusive toward him; 
b) when the ship was off Cape Horn and the 
weather was very cold and severe, Coe had 
a fall which “did him severe injury,” all the 
while Church refusing to let the crew use the 
wood on board for firewood to keep warm, 
even though the wood was on board for 
that purpose; c) that there was only a small 
quantity of vegetables on board and those 
vegetables became frozen off Cape Horn, 
resulting in Coe having no vegetables to eat 
other than a small portion of potatoes; d) that 
Church refused to turn into any ports on the 
western side of South America for the pur-
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pose of replenishing stores of food; e) that as 
a consequence, Coe contracted scurvy, from 
which he was afflicted between the time they 
reached ten degrees of north latitude in the 
Pacific Ocean until they arrived in San Fran-
cisco on September 16, 1849; and f) after they 
arrived in San Francisco, short of their final 
destination of Benicia, Church refused to 
procure provisions for Coe’s recovery from 
scurvy.

Consequently, upon arriving at Benicia, 
Coe brought suit, in the form of a Petition, 
against Church for his pain and suffering, 
and for his breach of the February 22, 1849 
agreement, seeking damages of Five Thou-
sand Dollars. Coe’s Petition was filed on Jan-
uary 22, 1850. Church was served with Sum-
mons by the Sheriff of the District of Sonoma 
on January 22nd, to appear in Court on Janu-
ary 31st. Church filed his denials. The trial 
was continued to February 7th, at the request 
of both parties.

A jury trial was held on February 7, 1850, 
in the Court of First Instance in and for the 
District of Sonoma, in the Territory of Cali-
fornia, located in Benicia.¹ Stephen Cooper² 
presided over the trial as Judge. Coe appears 
not to have been represented by an attor-
ney. Church was represented by an attorney 
named Annis Merrell. The jury consisted 
of eleven individuals, two of whom can be 
traced: L. Alford³ and W. I. Tustin.⁴

That same day, the parties having rested, 
the jury returned a verdict in favor of Coe 
and against Church in the sum of Twenty-
five Dollars, plus costs of suit. The verdict 
was signed by Judge Cooper on February 
8, 1850. There is no record of an appeal and 
nothing appears in the court record that the 
judgment was satisfied.⁵

Notes

1: In 1849, there existed ten Districts (as opposed 
to Counties), one of which was Sonoma. As coun-
ties were being formed, Benicia was placed in 
Benicia County, later changed in name to Solano 
County in 1850.
2: Stephen Cooper was born in Kentucky in 1797. 
He acted as guide and scout in the Santa Fe trade 
and in several Indian wars. He came to California 
in 1846 and held various judicial appointments 

throughout several jurisdictions. He had six 
children, of whom daughter Francis married 
Robert Semple and daughter Susan married John 
Wolfskill, brother of William Wolfskill.
3: L. Alford (Landy Alford) came to California in 
1846. His occupation was as a carpenter.
4: W. I. Tustin (William Isaac Tustin) was a native 
of Virginia. He came to California overland in 
1845 in the Grigsby-Ide party. He worked for Gen. 
Sutter, eventually settling in Benicia in 1847. He is 
known to have built the first adobe house in Beni-
cia. He later moved to San Francisco and engaged 
in the manufacture of windmills.
5: I have been unable to find any further record 
of Joseph Coe. It is assumed that Coe probably 
moved on to the gold mines. Church continued 
with his duties as Master of the William and Henry. 
The William and Henry, built in 1818 at Gloucester, 
Massachusetts, was three-masted and weighed 
261 tons. She was a whaler as early as 1841 and 
it is likely that she was in that trade when Joseph 
Coe boarded her. Between 1860 and 1870, she 
was converted to a bark with a different mast 
structure. At that time, Church was still Master. 
Finally, however, the William and Henry met its 
fate when it was condemned in November 1871 at 
Fayal, Azores. I am indebted to, and thank, James 
Shuttleworth for his assistance in researching the 
history of the William and Henry.

Image courtesy of clipartfest.com.
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Monthly 
Roundup . . .

December 2016

Alan Heller

At the December meeting of the 
Westerners we were treated to a talk about 
strange people and places in the California 
desert given by Alan Heller. First up was 
Leonard Knight and Salvation Mountain. 
Salvation Mountain is a giant piece of art 
near the Salton Sea. Leonard Knight literally 
painted the dirt for twenty years.

After him came Frank Kritzer, a German 
immigrant, who lived under a boulder in the 
middle of the desert during World War II. 
Someone who lived nearby thought he may 
have been doing something less than kosher 
so they called the police. When the police 
arrived he refused to leave his house. The 
police then tossed a tear gas canister down 
into his home. Unfortunately, they did not 
know he stored dynamite down there and 
it was ignited by the tear gas canister killing 
Frank. 

Nearby the giant boulder where Frank 
Kritzer lost his life is a place called the 
Integratron. At this building, that looks 
uncannily like a planetarium, a person can 
go and have a sound bath. What is a sound 
bath? What you do is you go to the top of 

the Integratron and sit in a swing while 
someone plays glass bowls for a half hour. 
Supposedly this will “rejuvenate” a person 
who experiences it.

 Another strange manmade feature of 
California’s desert is the Burro Schmidt 
Tunnel. Burro Schmidt was a man who 
wanted to go prospecting and so he started 
digging a tunnel. As he kept getting deeper 
and deeper and he still didn’t find gold. It got 
to the point that if he did find gold it would 
be faster to just go through the mountain. He 
finally did get through but did not find any 
gold. For thirty-two years he dug and when 
he was finished he went to a retirement home. 

There are many other stories of the 
strange and wonderful California desert 
and they can all be found in Claudia and 
Alan Heller’s book Curiosities of the California 
Desert: Historic, Offbeat & Forgotten Attractions.

~ Aaron Tate

January 2017

Brian Dervin Dillon

The January Roundup was presided over 
by our new Sheriff, Brian Dillon. Brian’s talk 
focused on the Mexican Revolution of 1910 
and what was happening on California’s 
border with Mexico. To begin with Brian 
dispelled the popular myth of Pancho Villa. 
He was not some kind of revolutionary 
Robin Hood but a cold-blooded killer. Brian 
then listed some of the important figures of 
the Revolution and classified them as good 
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or bad (but no uglies). Porfiro Díaz: Bad. 
Francisco Madero: Good. Victoriano Huerta: 
Bad. Emiliano Zapata: Good. Venustiano 
Carranza: Bad. Álvaro Obregón: Good.

After the Mexican Revolutionary roll 
call Brian went into more detail about the 
Revolution itself and the various people 
involved. Porfirio Díaz and his despotic 
regime that had a stranglehold on the 
people of Mexico. Ricardo Flores Magón 
the anarchist journalist who wrote articles 
critical of the Porfiriato and later the Madero 
administration from the safety of Los Angeles 
while others were fighting and dying in 
Mexico and all along the border. Jack London 
who initially called for armed revolution 
but changed his mind when he finally saw 
a battle and a friend died in his arms. After 
Díaz fled to France with most of the money 
in the Mexican government’s treasury, the 
Revolution devolved into civil war. Madero 
became president but was assassinated by 
Victoriano Huerta. Huerta then became the 
leader of Mexico for a little over a year. During 
that time several different factions were 
fighting against Huerta’s forces including 
Pancho Villa, Emiliano Zapata, Venustiano 
Carranza, and Álvaro Obregón. All of these 
were backed by Woodrow Wilson who hated 
Huerta.

 The latter half of Brian’s talk 
dealt with his grandfather, First Sergeant 
William T. Dillon, who along with the 61st 
Coast Artillery Company, was sent to the 
Mexican border by President Wilson in 1914. 
While there, Sergeant Dillon befriended his 
Mexican counterparts just across the border 
and sent multiple handmade postcards to 
his wife in Sausalito. Brian ended his talk 
recounting the atrocities that Mexicans 
and Americans committed which were, 
fortunately, averted by cooler heads on both 
sides of the California-Mexico border. 

The history of the Mexican Revolution 
on the border is as complicated as it is 
fascinating, and more details can be found in 
Brian's award-winning double articles in the 
California Territorial Quarterly 94 & 95.

~ Aaron Tate

February 2017

Darryl Holter

The American folk music revival is 
commonly remembered today as an East 
Coast phenomenon of the 1950s; however, 
as we L.A. Westerners are wont to do, our 
February Roundup set the record straight. 
Guest speaker and singer-songwriter Darryl 
Holter delivered the Corral’s first-ever 
combined lecture and musical performance 
on the remarkable folk music pioneer Woody 
Guthrie, who redefined the genre by blending 
backcountry rhythm with urban radicalism 
in Great Depression-era Los Angeles.

Mr. Holter wielded slideshow and guitar 
with equal aptitude to retell the musical his-
tory of Woody Guthrie’s awakening as a “po-
litical Okie.” Guthrie, a then-amateur musi-
cian, left his native Oklahoma in 1937 for the 
promised land of California, where harsh re-
alities dashed the optimistic expectations of 
Dust Bowl exiles. The hardships of migrant 
workers inspired Guthrie to write and per-
form his own songs, and he found like-mind-
ed company (but no official membership) 
among radical left parties. With his guitar 
labeled “This machine kills fascists,” Guthrie 
garnered a radio following for his folk songs 
on topics such as the extortion schemes of 
the L.A.P.D. (“Do Re Mi”), nostalgia for 
home (“Oklahoma Hills”), debt and dispos-
session (“I Ain’t Got no Home Anymore”), 
the deaths of the homeless (“L.A. New Year’s 
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Flood”), and the squalor of migrant camps 
(“Hooversville”). Mr. Holter concluded the 
night’s performance with a song of his own, 
“Welcome to the New Depression,” which 
channeled Guthrie’s style and spirit to the fi-
nancial meltdown of the present.

Critics for many years maligned Woody 
Guthrie as a communist. Today, however, 
he has received the recognition he deserves 
as a voice for those left behind by the Great 
Depression, in the same company as the 
great American novelist John Steinbeck 
and photographer Dorothea Lange. His 

Down the Western Book Trail . . .

music inspired many artists after him, most 
famously Bob Dylan. Although the Dust 
Bowl and Hoovervilles may be gone, Woody 
Guthrie’s themes are timeless and still 
relevant today. The Los Angeles Corral of 
Westerners offers its thanks and appreciation 
for Darryl Holter’s excellent, entertaining 
lecture and musical recital, and hopes to see 
more presentations of this type in the future.

In the meantime, you can find more of 
Mr. Holter's renditions of classic American 
folk music at www.darrylholter.com.

~ John Dillon

A PEOPLE’S GUIDE TO LOS ANGELES, by 
Laura Pulido, Laura Barraclough, and Wen-
dy Cheng. Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2012. 310 pp. Maps, Illustrations, Rec-
ommended Reading, Index. Paper, $27.95. 
Reviewed by Abraham Hoffman.

Finding your way around Los Angeles 
can be a challenging experience (no, not the 
congested freeway) if you are looking for 
places that aren’t there any more, as the late 
Ralph Story showed viewers in two docu-
mentary films about the Los Angeles that 
once was. Continuously changing, Los Ange-
les has invited a succession of guidebooks to 
help newcomers navigate their way around 
a region that has sacrificed historical memo-
ry for new development. In 1941 the WPA’s 
Federal Writers Project produced Los Angeles 
in the 1930s: The WPA Guide to the City of An-
gels, reprinted by the University of California 
Press in 2011, inviting people to see the city 
that existed before freeways and skyscrapers. 
In 1978 the Los Angeles Bicentennial Com-
mittee sponsored the publication of Guide 
to Historic Places in Los Angeles County, and 
there are many guidebooks out there recom-
mending restaurants, sports and entertain-
ment venues, and famous landmarks.

A People’s Guide to Los Angeles offers a 
different kind of tour of the City of Angels. 
Although the authors acknowledge the usual 
tourist places, they mainly focus on 115 sites 
where the history of Los Angeles has includ-

ed segregation, discrimination, capital versus 
labor, and struggles for the rights of minori-
ties as well as gays and lesbians. They divide 
Los Angeles County into six sections (more 
on this in a minute), plus a final chapter on 
thematic tours, and invite readers to visit 
places such as residences that became the lo-
cus of battles to end segregation; the site of 
the Silver Dollar Café where journalist Ruben 
Salazar was killed when a deputy sheriff fired 
a tear gas projectile into the building; the site 
in East Los Angeles of a proposed prison, 
and another of a proposed incinerator, proj-
ects defeated when local residents organized 
mass protests; the site of the General Motors 
plant in Van Nuys that once employed thou-
sands of workers but is now a shopping cen-
ter; and many other little-known or unpubli-
cized places. Some buildings no longer exist, 
so the history behind the place takes prece-
dence over physical location.

The authors provide an introduction to 
each section that establishes a context for the 
places listed. There are 91 color photographs 
showing what is there today, and 67 black-
and-white photographs depicting what was 
there when the event or incident took place. 
There may be some question regarding the 
sectioning of the county and the maps that 
show each section: North Los Angeles, Great-
er Eastside and San Gabriel Valley, South 
Los Angeles, the Harbor and South Bay, 
the Westside, and the San Fernando Valley/
North Los Angeles County. In attempting 
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to show the sites on the maps, some places 
that are in a remote part of the county skew 
the maps by leaving large areas blank, while 
other maps have numerous sites clustered 
tightly together. For example, the site of the 
Llano del Rio colony on Pearblossom High-
way, where some thousand people lived dur-
ing World War I, leaves more than a third of 
the map on pp. 74-75 blank—the San Gabriel 
Mountain Range offering few sites. The same 
map, stretching east to Pomona, neglects 
Boyle Heights, an important neighborhood 
of working-class people.

There are enough errors to justify calling 
for some careful editing in a future edition. 
The Los Angeles River flows eastward, not to 
the west, in the San Fernando Valley (p. 57). 
The McNamara brothers were not arrested 
on October 1, 1910, the date of the bomb-
ing of the Los Angeles Times; they were ap-
prehended several months later (p. 59). The 
authors confuse Henry E. Huntington with 
his Uncle Collis (p. 94). The “interior” colo-
nized by the Spaniards (p. 166) is vague and 

undefined. Vultee, not Vulty, was the aircraft 
plant (p. 185). Referencing the film Chinatown 
as a film that “famously depicted” how Los 
Angeles built an aqueduct from Owens Val-
ley ignores the many books and articles on 
the topic, instead recommending a motion 
picture that highly fictionalizes a controver-
sial episode in the city’s history (p.223). Cu-
riously, the authors omit Charles Outland’s 
important book Man-Made Disaster in their 
recommended reading about the St. Francis 
Dam tragedy. And their comment on “le-
gally distributed pornographic films” (p.224) 
seems odd—if the films are legal, they can’t 
be pornographic—they’re “adult” films.

Where possible, the authors include rec-
ommended restaurants around the listed 
sites, presumably because readers may get 
hungry while driving around Los Angeles—
yes, driving: no public transportation infor-
mation is provided, though the Bus Riders 
Union site is listed. Although the authors 
recommend “nearby sites of interest,” these 
are for the better known places found in the 
typical tourist guides. One may dispute this 
secondary placement for the Breed Street 
Shul that is currently undergoing restora-
tion to be a community center for the largely 
Latino residents of what was once a Jewish 
neighborhood.

Critical comments aside, this guide is 
provocative and will be of interest not only 
to people who don’t know much about Los 
Angeles but also to those who think they are 
familiar with city and county history. There 
are more than a few surprises here that re-
veal, as the authors put it, “a deliberate po-
litical disruption of the way Los Angeles is 
commonly known and experienced” (p. 4).

Image courtesy of amazon.com.



22

DIRTY DEEDS: Land, Violence and the 
1856 San Francisco Vigilance Committee, by 
Nancy J. Taniguchi. University of Oklahoma 
Press, 2016. 294+xix pages, Illustrations, Pref-
ace, Introduction, Notes, Bibliography, In-
dex. $32.95. Reviewed by Brian D. Dillon.

Even the most insightful historian has 
trouble writing about vigilantism and lynch-
law without recourse to theory or to self-
righteous outrage. This is understandable, for 
only an eyewitness or, indeed, a participant, 
can truly understand the motivation of the 
vigilantes on the one hand and the feelings 
of the potential victim on the other. These are 
best defined as blistering anger, and abject 
terror. My own take on the subject differs 
from that of most historians, including Nancy 
Taniguchi, the author of Dirty Deeds, for it 
was gained through personal experience.

Long ago and far away, and not in this 
jurisdiction, I was chased through a small 
Central American town, then locked into its 
jail for my own protection until a mob, howl-
ing for Gringo blood, eventually dispersed. 
This was hardly a unique experience, but an 
unfortunate rite of passage for many Meso-
american archaeologists. As was so often also 
the case in Gold Rush California more than 
a century earlier, I was simply in the wrong 
place at the wrong time. Much more recent-
ly, I managed to stop two Central American 
lynchings myself, even though the candidate 
richly deserved to be strung up. In both later 
cases I was the only person arguing to two 
different parties on two different days that 
their potential victim not be lynched. Despite 
being a cultural and racial outsider, this time 
I was in the right place at the right time, and 
was listened to. So I pored over Taniguchi’s 
new Dirty Deeds book on the 1856 San Fran-
cisco Vigilance Committee with great inter-
est. 

Every historical study must be evaluated 
in terms of two completely separate elements: 
firstly, objective research and documentation, 
and secondly, subjective interpretation. In 
the vernacular, the first is the “what,” while 
the second is the “why.” Taniguchi’s book 
cannot be faulted in the former context, for 
she demonstrates complete control over the 

geography and the chronology of extra-legal 
San Francisco under the rule of the Second, 
1856, Committee of Vigilance. But in the sec-
ond, subjective context, readers familiar with 
her subject will find her interpretations ques-
tionable. Taniguchi accounts for the forma-
tion of the Second, 1856, Vigilance Commit-
tee not as a response to out-of-control, almost 
institutionalized, violence in wide-open San 
Francisco, as have earlier writers, but instead 
as a kind of evil conspiracy by the “haves” 
to fend off encroachment by the “have-nots,” 
fueled by land ownership disputes. 

The weakness of this interpretation is 
three-fold. Had careful comparison with the 
antecedent 1851, San Francisco Committee 
of Vigilance, especially in terms of member-
ship and motivation, been made, as well as 
with the much more “rope happy” parallel 
and preceding organization in Los Angeles, 
the putative “land squabble” motivation of 
the 1856 body would have fallen by the way-
side. Secondly, while Taniguchi is correct in 
her assertion that land titles in Gold Rush 

Image courtesy of amazon.com.
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period San Francisco were a jumble of con-
tradictory, conflicting claims, poorly docu-
mented in two mutually unintelligible lan-
guages, this was hardly unique to that city. 
The same pattern applied throughout all of 
coastal California and well into its interior: 
claims and counter-claims between Mexican 
Land Grant descendants and waves of later 
Anglo arrivals were so common as to be de-
finitive. In fact, the overpopulation of Genus 
Homo, Species Lawyer in California, which be-
gan immediately after Statehood in 1850, was 
fueled by hundreds of acrimonious wrangles 
over land titles in every one of the original 
California counties. And thirdly, contrary to 
Taniguchi’s thesis, nowhere else in California 
did such endemic squabbling over land own-
ership result in the formation of Vigilance 
Committees dedicated to the extra-legal reso-
lution of such ubiquitous land issues through 
lynch-law. Instead, in every other situation 

where vigilantes took the law into their own 
hands, as was indeed the case in San Fran-
cisco, crime victims simply got tired of being 
victims, and took care of the criminals them-
selves, without recourse to corrupt cops, 
crooked lawyers, or pettifogging jurists.

There is a general impression that 
throughout time every lynch mob was differ-
ent from every other. But this is really only 
true in that each victim is never the same per-
son twice, for once people take the law into 
their own hands, the same vigilantes tend to 
do so, over and over again. In San Francisco, 
California, in 1851 and then again in 1856, 
this is exactly what happened, when some of 
the most upstanding citizens of this fastest-
growing and most cosmopolitan city in the 
world standardized, regularized, even codi-
fied, the vigilante process. There are really 
no mysteries about what happened, or why 
it happened.  Law enforcement and what 

Fort Gunnybags, Sacramento Street, San Francisco, the headquarters of the 1856 Second Committee 
of Vigilance.  Note armed sentries on roof, and atop temporary barricade.  Bancroft Library Photo.
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50 Years Ago
#82 – March 1967

 
This issue of The Branding Iron marked 

its transition from a monthly pamphlet to the 
quarterly publication it is today. Curiously, 
this installment was numbered #82, skipping 
three places from the previous December #79 
issue. Subsequent quarterly Branding Irons 
were numbered strictly sequentially, with-
out any "imaginary" monthly issues tucked 
between them.

1967 also marked a transition in the 
Westerners' leadership. In the presence of a 
posse of eleven retired L.A. Corral Sheriffs, 
outgoing Sheriff Eddie Edwards passed his 
star of office to his successor Sid Platford. 
Among the guests was Monsignor Francis J. 
Weber, who has been a constant presence in 
the Corral and is rightfully our Living Leg-
end No. 60.

Also in this issue, a gathering of Western-
ers in San Francisco received recognition by 
the California Historical Society, and mem-
ber Earle Forrest wrote about his antique 
buckskin Indian tobacco bag.
 

FROM OUR FILES

passed for the judiciary at the time were ei-
ther non-existent, or ineffective. We cannot 
conclude today that any of the members of 
the 1856 San Francisco Vigilance Committee 
were any less qualified to dispense justice 
than the city’s corrupt and very small police 
force, or its self-educated and self-serving 
lawyers and politically-motivated judges: in-
deed, exactly the opposite. 

One of the greatest strengths of 
Taniguchi’s book is her description of the 
events of 1856 from the insider’s point of view, 
rather than the more usual, third-person 
reconstructions from newspaper accounts. 
But herein lies a final quibble. Her encounter 
with the internal documentary history of the 
1856 Vigilance Committee in the holdings of 
the Sutro Library, where my father was head 
Librarian for nearly 30 years, is recounted 
as if it were a discovery of Rosetta-stone-
like significance. Yet only conspiracy-theory 
aficionados will be persuaded that this was 
a triumph of investigative doggedness over 
(non-existent) intentional suppression. Many 
such documents remain available to any 
researcher with the patience to find them 
amongst the thousands of unpublished 
treasures of the Sutro, and also at a great many 
other California libraries like the Bancroft 
and the Huntington. None of these are any 
secret at all, and are much easier of access to 
any historian with a library card than is any 
artifact within any California archaeological 
site to the prehistorian. Under-appreciated, 
even overlooked, documents are not “long 
lost” ones, any more than unexcavated stone 
tools or human burials are “lost:” in both 
cases, scholars have simply not gotten to 
them yet. Differences of opinion about her 
interpretations notwithstanding, Taniguchi’s 
book is well worth reading, and well worth 
owning. It is a necessary addition to any 
library on the history of California, and to 
any one devoted to the unique history of law 
and order, or what used to pass for same, in 
the far west.


