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When the Civil War began in 1861, the California Legislature pledged the state’s 

loyalty to the Union cause, and that allegiance never wavered. Location insulated the 

state from the major conflicts, and for most people, life remained relatively unchanged. 

Location also determined that California fought a different Civil War, faced a different 

enemy, and confronted challenges unique to its geography and position in the nation. 

California mines financed the Union war effort, and California Volunteers kept the peace 

throughout the West. The loyal population and the military monitored the activities of 

the large pro-southern minority, prevented any linkup with rebel troops, and denied the 

Confederacy the vast resources o f the Golden State. During the war, California initiated 

political, social, and economic changes that had far-reaching consequences for its future. 

California, perhaps, appeared unaffected by the war, but, in reality, it may have changed 

more than any other northern state.
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INTRODUCTION

“Unfortunately for California, historians have been wont to give attention to the 

Civil War as though it were an event confined solely to the region east of the Mississippi 

River,” lamented California Civil War historian Leo P. Kibby.1 Even though California 

entered the Union in 1850 and became deeply involved in the sectional debates during the 

next eleven years, historians have generally overlooked, minimized, or ignored the state’s 

Civil War experience. California fought on the winning side, and victors write the 

histories, but California’s story is largely untold or, more precisely, is largely unknown.2

If one mentions California and the Civil War to a twenty-first century American, 

the reactions range from a vague recollection that California was a state, or ignorance that 

it participated at all, and, finally, curiosity about the role it played. To all but a few 

dedicated scholars, and one student educated almost entirely in California schools, the 

nineteenth century history o f the Golden State began with the twenty-one Franciscan 

Missions and ended with the Gold Rush of 1848-9. Ironically, the friars established the 

last mission, San Francisco de Solano, in 1823, and James Marshall discovered gold on

*Leo P. Kibby, California, the Civil War, and the Indian Problem: An Account o f  C alifornia’s 
Participation in the G reat Conflict, (Los Angeles: Journal o f  the West (book): Loren L. Morrison and 
Carroll S. Morrison Publishers, 1967), vii.

The title quote is taken from the Daily Alta California (San Francisco) 11 August 1864, hereafter 
referred to as the Alta.
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the American River in January 1848. Both events occurred while California still 

belonged to Mexico.3

The United States acquired California in 1848 at the end o f the Mexican War. 

Congress, preoccupied with the sectional crisis over slavery, never organized a territorial 

government for the faraway province. Congressional neglect forced Californians to 

establish their own political, social, and economic institutions. Most residents possessed 

American values and desired American institutions. Unfortunately, greed, self

promotion, and accumulation of power eclipsed altruism, statesmanship, and civil 

responsibility among the populace. They seemed oblivious to the political opportunists 

and charlatans who seized the machinery o f state government. Despite their desire for 

American institutions, the “Argonauts” brought an even greater desire for gold.4

The society that these fortune-seekers created resembled the United States “in 

miniature.” California as a microcosm of the United States at the beginning o f the Civil 

War was not a new idea, but close examination revealed the startling number of 

similarities. Pro-southern Democrats controlled the state government, but bitter political 

infighting produced one o f the deadliest political rivalries in American history. The

3
Like so many Californians to follow , the founder, Father Jose Altimira, ignored protocol, 

sidestepped regulations, and established this northernmost mission without prior approval from the Church. 
He presented his plan to the secular governor o f  northern California, who needed an outpost to check 
Russian encroachment in California, instead o f  to his superiors. The Church finally gave approval for this 
last mission, the only one established after M exico’s (thus California’s) independence from Spain. 
California Mission History (online), “San Francisco de Solano,” http://www.California 
missions.com/cahistory/solano.html (accessed 6 January 2006).

4
The word “Argonaut” means an adventurer on a quest, usually by sea. In Greek mythology, it 

referred to the band o f  adventurers that traveled with Jason in the quest for the Golden Fleece. In 
California history, it became a nickname for all the pioneers who came during the Gold Rush either by 
steamer around Cape Horn or by “prairie schooner” (the name given to the Conestoga wagon because it 
looked like a ship from a distance) across the plains. These pioneers, like their mythological predecessors, 
endured hardships in their pursuit o f  gold. Argonaut Bookshop (online), http://www.argonautbookshop. 
com/ArgonautName.htm (accessed 11 July 2007).
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population held the same divided loyalties and prejudices as the nation as a whole. A 

disgruntled minority resided primarily in the Southland and suffered injustice and 

inequality at the hands o f the majority. The northern and southern counties o f the state 

had developed two distinct cultures and two contrasting economic systems. Throughout 

its first decade o f statehood, as the southern slave states threatened to secede from the 

Union, southern California counties continually threatened to break up the state. By mid 

century, America had developed into two different countries, and California had 

developed into two different states.5

By the beginning o f the Civil War, Fort Alcatraz loomed large in San Francisco 

harbor and symbolized federal power on the West Coast. California’s residents, 

however, had loose ties to the Union at best. They often referred to the Mother Country 

as “back in the States,” as if  it was a foreign land, and they used their distance and 

isolation for their own advantage. The federal government, despite its initial neglect, had 

recognized the strategic importance o f the Golden State from the outset and, after 

statehood in 1850, had expended millions to support the young state. California desired 

attention and benefits from Washington D. C., but because of its location, it often 

operated like an independent commonwealth.6

By 1860, California, although a free state, closely resembled the border states of 

Missouri, Kentucky, and Maryland in the Upper South. These three slave states had

5Dr. Kibby stated that the significance “ is the fact that what was true o f  the North-South 
controversy was also, to find its counterpart within California.” Kibby, Indian Problems, vii.

6Robert Chandler, “Ft. Alcatraz: Symbol o f  Federal Power,” Journal o f  the Council o f  Am erica's 
M ilitary P ast 13 no. 2 (1984): 46; Franklin A. Buck, “A Yankee Trader in the Gold Rush: The Letters o f  
Franklin A. Buck,” compiled by Katherine A. White. California As I  Saw It: F irst Person Narratives o f  
California’s Early Years, 1849-1900. American Memory Collection, The Library o f  Congress (online), 
October 1854,143; 9 March 1855, 143; 14 December 1856, 164. William Flenry Ellison, A Self-governing  
Dominion: California 1849-1860  (Berkeley: University o f  California Press, 1950,1978), 268.
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populations with divided allegiances, but because of their locations, each state’s loyalty 

became vital to the survival of the Union. Authorities moved swiftly to prevent their 

secession. California, with its long, Pacific coastline and enormous mineral wealth, 

became vitally important to the Union as well, but because o f its location, securing its 

loyalty by force seemed unrealistic and probably impossible. As national events spun out 

o f control, Californians hoped to remain neutral, but most citizens realized that they 

would have to make a choice. During the “Secession Winter” o f 1860-1861, it became 

clear that its citizens overwhelmingly supported the Union cause. The state pledged its 

loyalty and never wavered.7

Because o f its location, California witnessed no battles, saw no bloodshed, fought 

no rebel troops, endured no occupying force, and faced no real danger. Events in 

California did not generate lurid headlines nor determine the fate o f the nation. A distant 

and war weary public paid very little attention. On 14 April 1865, Baron Eduard 

deStoeckl, the Russian Minister to the United States, reported to the Russian Foreign 

Office that California had “remained only half loya l. . .  had made only small financial 

contributions . . .  [and]. . .  did not supply a single man during the entire war.”8 The 

perception remained. Nearly fifty years later, historian James Schouler pronounced that

7James McPherson, Battle Cry o f  Freedom  (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), 284-97.

Leo P. Kibby, “Union Loyalty o f  California’s Civil War Governors,” California H istorical 
Society Quarterly 44 (December 1965): 311. As a diplomat stationed in Washington D. C., with access and 
privilege, it seemed incredible that Baron deStoeckl would make such a negative judgment, especially 
regarding California’s financial contributions. Ironically, on several occasions he met with President 
Lincoln, and once they even discussed troop strength. Lincoln Log, 8 August 1862, The Papers o f  
Abraham Lincoln (online), http://www.thelincolnlog,org/view/l 862/8 (accessed 17 September 2007).
Baron deStoeckl was well acquainted with California. He developed a friendship with Senator William  
Gwin during the mid 1850s when both attempted to facilitate the sale o f  Alaska to the United States to halt 
British imperialism. Hallie M. McPherson, “The Interest o f  William McKendree Gwin in the Purchase o f  
Alaska 1854-1861,” The Pacific H istorical Review  3 no. 1 (March 1934): 32. Baron deStoeckl remained in 
Washington and finally negotiated the treaty for the purchase o f  Alaska in 1867. Frank A. Golder, “The 
Purchase o f  Alaska,” American H istorical Review  25 no. 3 (April 1920): 420.
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“California . . .  [was] so utterly beyond the range of military operations that filial love 

furnished the only pledge of abiding loyalty to the Union.”9

In the ensuing years, three large-scale, detailed California histories appeared that 

traced the state from its discovery through the 1880s and 1890s. The authors, Franklin 

Tuthill, Hubert Howe Bancroft, and Theodore Hittel were not trained historians, but 

interested amateurs, journalists and publishers. Because o f the massive scope o f these 

works, the Civil War years occupied only a few chapters. In the early twentieth century, 

the first articles on the period appeared, mostly in historical journals, and scholarship 

increased steadily as the Civil War centennial approached. In more recent years, a new 

generation o f historians has enlarged the discipline, broadened their research, and 

expanded the range of topics.

Despite this proliferation of knowledge, the idea that California played only a 

minor role in the rebellion, still persisted fifty years after Schouler’s assessment.

Historian Carey McWilliams, like other California scholars writing for the statehood 

centennial, focused more on California’s mystique than its history, still believing that the 

Civil War “was an affair to which California were outsiders; interested observers, but not 

participants.”10 In 1968, historians Don E. Fehrehbacher and Norman Tutorow 

concluded “that the state [California] was isolated from the Civil War and relatively

9
James Schouler, The H istory o f  the United States under the Constitution, as quoted in The 

Contest fo r  California in 1861: How Colonel E. D. Baker Saved the Pacific States to the Union, by Elijah 
Robinson Kennedy (New York: Houghton Miflin & Co. 1912), 194-7. Only two monographs on the period 
appeared in the early century: Elijah Robinson Kennedy’s previously referenced work on E. D. Baker and 
Milton Shutes, Lincoln and California, (Palo Alta: Stanford University Press, 1943). Shutes wrote that 
Lincoln had a particular interest and affinity for California. The president once said that when he retired, 
he supposed that his w ife would be “satisfied with six months or so in Europe. After that, 1 should really 
like to go to California and take a look at the Pacific coast.” Shutes, 172.

10Carey McWilliams, California: The G reat Exception, (Westport CT: Greenwood Press, 1949),
54.
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unaffected by it.”11 The question to answer became whether California’s isolation really 

kept the state “relatively unaffected.”

The genesis o f this study developed from one former Californian’s simple but 

persistent curiosity about the state’s participation in the Civil War. Previous scholarship 

laid the foundation and provided an outline of events and issues in the state. To 

determine the pulse o f the people, primary source material became a necessity. 

California’s pioneers, who flocked to the state after the Gold Rush, became the state’s 

first and, perhaps, most valuable historians. Some, like Elisha Oscar Crosby, participated 

in significant events, while others, like Franklin A. Buck, focused on life in a single, 

small California town. Some, like Harris Newmark and Benjamin Hayes, recalled their 

thirty years in the Golden State, while others wrote about much shorter periods of time. 

Some remarkable characters emerged and recounted fascinating narratives about the war 

years.

Ultimately, California’s extraordinary early newspapers became the key to this 

interpretation of California’s Civil War story. They mirrored the journalistic custom of 

the times and reflected the opinions o f a particular political party. The Democratic Party 

dominated California politics, and the major newspapers echoed its party line. They also 

exhibited civic responsibility, moderate views, political criticism, and independent, 

controversial, and outspoken opinions. The three main newspapers used in this study: 

The San Francisco Daily Alta California and Daily Evening Bulletin, and the Los Angeles 

Star reflected the attitudes o f their communities and the times.

1 'Don E. Fehrenbacher and Norman E. Tutorow, California: An Illustrated H istory (New York: 
D. Van Nostrand Co. 1968), 47.
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Many contemporaries described the Daily Alta California as the premier 

newspaper in the state. It had its roots in two publications, the California Star and The 

Californian (California’s first newspaper published in Monterey) that merged in 1850. 

Although pro-southern Democrats controlled state government, the Alta  editors never 

espoused their radical viewpoint. The editors maintained that the paper served California 

first. “We profess to have the interests of California at heart,” announced its publisher, 

Edward Gilbert, who became one o f California’s first United States Representatives.12 In 

addition, scholars and historians have consistently cited the Alta more than any other 

early publication in their secondary works on the period. The paper ceased publication in 

1891.13

The Daily Evening Bulletin also provided valuable contemporary information. C. 

O. Gerberding & Co. published the sheet from 1855-1895. It rivaled the Alta for 

preeminence among the city’s newspapers. The assassination of its first editor, James 

King of William, angered San Franciscans and triggered the formation of the San 

Francisco Vigilance Committee o f 1856. The Bulletin generally mirrored the moderate 

opinions o f the Alta. After the advent of the telegraph, the two publications shared 

information, but the Bulletin editors maintained an independent editorial policy. Despite

12Alta  15 December 1849.
l3California State University at Fullerton, “The D aily Alta California,” Library Catalogue 

(online), http://guides.library.fullerton.edu/history (accessed 2 October 2007); WorldCat D etailed  Record  
(online), “The D aily Alta California," http://firstsearch.oclc.org.ezproxy.fau.edu/WebZ/FSFETCH? 
fetchtype=fu 11 record:sessionid=fsappl4-52003-f7 (accessed 2 October 2007); Biographical D irectory o f  
the United States Congress (online), “Edward Gilbert,” http://bioguide.congress,gov/scripts/ 
biodisplay.pl?index=G000172 (accessed 3 October 2007).
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its longevity, the paper does not appear as a source in primary or secondary material for 

the period as often as the Alta .l4

The Los Angeles Star began publication in 1851. It was the first and most 

influential Southland newspaper until it ceased publication in 1864. Its publisher, an 

Irish immigrant named Henry Hamilton, staunchly supported the Democratic Party and 

championed states’ rights and the southern cause throughout his tenure. His near 

treasonous positions ironically led to his incarceration by the federal government and his 

election to the California Senate by the people o f Los Angeles. The Star reflected the 

attitudes o f its editor and its readers in southern California. Between 1864 and 1879 the 

newspaper changed names, owners, locations, and editorial policies and never again 

exerted its former influence.

Perhaps in the future, historians and scholars might expand research on 

California’s newspapers. They provided a conscience for society and kept an interested 

populace well informed. For historians and scholars, these publications contain a rich, 

contemporary record o f life in the state. Like California and its role in the Civil War, 

there is a need for more research.

14California Newspaper Hall o f  Fame (online), “James King o f  William,” http://www.cnpa. 
com/Cal Press/hall/king.htm (accessed 3 October 2007). After 1895, the D aily Evening Bulletin (San 
Francisco), hereafter referred to as the Bulletin, changed names three times and merged with another San 
Francisco paper until it finally ceased publication in 1959. Jim W. Faulkinbury, “Holdings o f  San 
Francisco Newspapers o f  Genealogical Importance in the California State Library, Sacramento,” Federation 
o f  East European Family History Societies (online), http://feefhs.org/FDB2/ sfnewsp.html (accessed 5 
October 2007); based on Marianne Leach, Newspaper Holdings o f  the California State Library 
(Sacramento: California State Library Foundation, 1986).
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CHAPTER ONE 
1850-1860

“We Are Getting Settled Down Like A New England Village”

Resolved by the Senate, the Assembly concurring, that the people of 
California are devoted to the Constitution and Union of the United 
States and will not fail in fidelity and fealty to the Constitution and 
Union now in this hour of trial and peril.'

With this declaration of 17 May 1861, the California Legislature pledged the 

state’s loyalty to the Union cause. This action brought a sigh of relief from the newly 

inaugurated President Abraham Lincoln and his administration. For months, grave 

doubts had surfaced about California’s path in the impending conflict. As one of the 

nation’s newest states, positioned a continent away from the capital, and populated by 

adventurers from around the world, California lacked a strong tradition of allegiance to 

the central government. Additionally, the sectional strife that gripped the “older” states 

raged in California too. By 1860, as civil war loomed, California faced four choices: 

support for union, support for secession, neutrality, or support for an independent Pacific 

Republic. California’s choice was anything but certain.2

California entered the Union in 1850 as a free state in the midst of a historic 

national crisis. The compromise that created the thirty-first state, however, did not solve 

the nation’s sectional woes. Because of that fact, California’s first decade of statehood

'Kibby, “Governors,” 314; California Senate, Journal o f  the Senate o f  the State o f  California a t  
the Twelfth Session o f  the Legislature 1861 (Sacramento: C. T. Botts, State Printer, 1861), 841-2.

zKibby, “Governors,” 312; Warren A. Beck and David A. Williams, California: A H istory o f  the 
Golden State (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Co., 1972), 168.
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sometimes contrasted with, but more often resembled, that of its sister states, except that 

events forced California “to grow up,” perhaps much faster than usual.

In 1808, California was a distant outpost of Spain. Several leading American 

politicians advocated the annexation of California at this early stage. Fur trappers and 

traders came from the southern frontier areas of Missouri, Kentucky, and Tennessee. The 

first permanent North American emigrants to California came primarily from New 

England beginning around 1818. When Spain granted Mexico its independence, 

California became a Mexican province. Early pioneers generally shed their American 

identity, became prosperous Mexican citizens, and married into prominent Spanish- 

Mexican California or Californio families. The desire to acquire the Mexican province 

intensified in the United States. In 1837, President Andrew Jackson offered to purchase 

the territory from Mexico, primarily to gain San Francisco Bay, but Mexico rejected this 

offer. In 1843, however, a group of mercenaries, led by a frontier lawyer named 

Lansford W. Hastings, entered the Sacramento Valley in order to start a revolt, establish 

an independent Pacific Republic, and ultimately, create a new American state.3

The United States acquired California in the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo that 

ended the Mexican War in 1848. At the time, this western province seemed insignificant. 

The sparse population consisted of Native Americans, Spanish-Mexicans, a few 

Americans, and other nationalities. Communication took weeks, and travel from the East 

Coast took months. This latest acquisition received little attention from Washington D.C. 

On 24 January 1848, however, nine days before the signing of the treaty, James Marshall

3Laurence Fletcher Talbott, “California Secessionist Support of the Southern Confederacy: The 
Struggle 1861-1865,” (Ph.D. dissertation, The Union Institute, 1995), 7-8.
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discovered gold in the American River near Sacramento. This cataclysmic event changed 

California, the United States, and the world forever. As the news roared across the Great 

Plains and the oceans, fortune seekers rushed to California’s gold fields. Most of those 

eager hopefuls did not discover gold but found a rough and freewheeling existence in a 

wide-open frontier society. In time, the territory bordered on anarchy. By 1849, there 

was a loud clamor within California for statehood.4

Congress, wrangling with the bitter national debate over slavery, virtually ignored 

the province. So, in a manner often repeated in the next century and a half, Californians 

took matters into their own hands. They wrote a constitution, established a working state 

government, and provided for the election of state governmental officials. The “state” 

convened a legislature, wrote and passed legislation, and selected a congressional 

delegation. They accomplished all of this without formal admission to the Union, 

sanction of Congress, or the assurance of success. Four months after the first legislature 

convened, California sent its newly elected congressional delegation to Washington D. C. 

and formally requested admission to the Union as a free state.5

The admission of California then became mired in the sectional controversy over 

slavery. Mexican law had prohibited slavery in California and its other territories, and

^Thc first non-Spanish Mexican “foreigner” came in 1814. There were thirteen in California in 
1820, and three were Americans. In 1845 there were only five thousand people in the entire state. Charles 
A. Murdock, “A Backward Glance at Eighty: Recollections and Comments,” California As I Saw It: First 
Person Narratives o f  California’s Early Years, 1849-1900, American Memory, Library o f Congress 
(online), 101; James Ford Rhodes, The H istory o f  the United States from  the Compromise o f  1850  
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press 1866), 29 ,3 1 ; Alta  3 May 1849.

5Public documents and even the governor’s annual m essage referred to California as a “state” 
before admission to the Union. Alta  12 December 1849. Even periodicals, such as the National Era, 
referred to California as a “state” before its official admission. “Arrival o f Col. Fremont and Dr. Gwin, 
Senators Elect,” National Era, 2 February 1850, American Periodical Series (online), hereafter referred to 
as APS, 27; Walter Bean, California: An Interpretative H istory (New  York: McGraw-Hill, 1968), 133-4.
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Californians overwhelmingly ratified a state constitution that forever banned the 

institution. Its admission, however, threatened the senatorial balance between slave and 

free states. The South claimed a portion of the Mexican Cession as its birthright. 

Southern senators viewed the land below the Missouri Compromise line of 36°30” as 

potential slave territory and demanded the division of California just south of 

Monterey.6

This spawned a classic debate that brought together the three giants of the Senate, 

Henry Clay of Kentucky, John C. Calhoun of South Carolina, and Daniel Webster of 

Massachusetts, for the last time. The frail and infirm Calhoun, near death, his words 

spoken by James Mason of Virginia, again accused the North of denying the South and 

its “peculiar institution” the constitutional right to grow and prosper in the Mexican 

Cession. He viewed the admission of California as a test question. Admission would 

signify that “you propose to use your present strength and to add to it with the intention 

of destroying irretrievably the equilibrium between the two sections.”7 In the only speech 

ever to be named for the date of its delivery, The Seventh o f March speech, Daniel 

Webster declared, “Now as to California and New Mexico, I hold slavery to be excluded 

from those territories by a law even superior to that which admits and sanctions it in

6Elisha Oscar Crosby, Memoirs o f  Elisha Oscar Crosby: Reminiscences o f  California and  
Guatemala 1849-1864  (San Marino, CA: The Huntington Library, 1945), 62-3. Crosby claimed that 
Senator-elect William M. Gwin made a deal with southerners that if Congress admitted California, he 
would work for the southern cause, get control o f the government, and work to divide the state, and make 
“the southern part o f  it slave.” Those who knew Gwin knew about the deal and understood his motives. 
Crosby, 62-3; Bean, 134.

7Ibid„ 44, 58.
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Texas. I mean the law of nature, of physical geography, the law of the formation of the 

earth.”8 The shadow of disunion loomed large.

In California, the congressional debates and wrangling tested even the most 

patient citizens. The editors of the Alta viewed these squabbles as a contest between the 

two major national parties, the Whigs and the Democrats, to regain “their consistency and 

nationality” and maintain or strengthen their support in the North and South.9 The 

Whigs, they charged, would not push too hard for admission for fear of losing support in 

the South, but supported it because the North supported it. Democrats supported it for 

the same reasons, and hoped to regain their national majority, but conspired to divide the 

state and introduce slavery to maintain their southern supporters. The editors charged, 

“Party ties, party appeals, and the craving for office and political ascendancy, are the 

controlling influences in the region of the halls of congress [sic], and poor California is 

knocked about like a shuttlecock by the partisans who hold the political battledore.”10

It fell to Senator Henry Clay of Kentucky, ‘The Great Compromiser,” to frame 

another solution, as he had so many times before. When even his compromise measures 

appeared to fail, a young, thirty-six year old freshman senator from Illinois, Stephen A. 

Douglas, in a display of the political savvy to come, engineered the compromise through 

Congress. To counter the imbalance of fifteen slave states and sixteen free states, the 

South received a new and tougher Fugitive Slave Law, which mandated that all law

SRhodes, 56.
9Harris Newmark, “Sixty Years in Southern California, Containing the Reminiscences o f Harris

Newmark, 1853-1913,” ed. Maurice H. Newmark and Marcos R. Newmark, California As I Saw It: First-
Person N arratives o f  California’s Early Years, 1849-1900, American Memory, Library o f Congress 
(online), 270. Harris Newmark called the Alta “the principle Coast paper.” Newmark, “Reminiscences,” 
270; Alta 9  September 1850.

10Ibid.
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enforcement and governmental personnel in the nation assist in the apprehension and 

return of fugitive slaves to their masters. The package became known as the 

Compromise of 1850.“

On 9 September 1850, California entered the Union as a free state, but because it 

took weeks for news to travel to the West Coast, the citizens of the new thirty-first state 

were probably the last to know. Ironically, on the very day that California became a 

state, a frustrated and impatient Alta editorialized, “If Congress does not admit us, we 

cannot tell what may be the result, but we should not be surprised if a general spirit of 

indignation and rebellion was aroused throughout the length and breadth of our rich and 

well-populated state.”12 Word finally reached the Pacific outpost on 18 October when the 

mail steamer, Oregon, arrived in San Francisco harbor, adorned with two banners which 

each read, “California is a State.”13

The controversial Compromise of 1850 added an additional star to the American 

flag and held the Union together for nearly eleven tumultuous years. For California those 

eleven years resembled a minefield. The wild frontier state struggled with spectacular 

population growth, rancorous political divisions, and rapid social and economic change, 

and California often seemed out of control. For the Union, California statehood brought 

even more dire consequences. Hubert Bancroft minced no words when he wrote, “The

11 John Waugh, “On the Brink o f Civil War: The Compromise o f 1850,” North and South 6  no. 7 
(2003): 43-5.

12Alta 9 September 1850.
13Joseph Ellison, California and the Nation (Berkeley: University o f  California Press, 1927), 99.
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truth will have to be acknowledged that the admission of California as a free state led to 

the war of the rebellion.”14

According to the 1850 census, 92,537 “white and free colored” people resided in 

the infant state. They came from every state in the Union and from more than thirty 

foreign countries. Only 6,602 of these inhabitants claimed California nativity. Another 

6,698 native Californians lived scattered throughout the nation and its territories, and, 

because of the obvious lure of California’s gold, one wonders why those nearly seven 

thousand citizens ever left the state.15

Annexation, gold fever, and statehood came with dizzying speed for the Golden 

State. Hordes of young, mostly male, energetic adventurers poured into the state during 

the 1850s. John David Borthwick, a Scottish adventurer who stayed three years in 

California, wrote that San Francisco “presented a picture of universal human nature 

boiling over.”16

A thirty year resident and diarist, the Reverend Samuel H. Willey, called the first 

decade of statehood “the most turbulent and exciting period of the city’s [San Francisco] 

history.”17 He suggested that “this grew out of the extremely mixed character of the 

population, a good many of them of the worst sort, finding here very little restraint; and

14Hubert Howe Bancroft, History o f  California  vol. 6 (San Francisco: The History Co., 1890),
344.

15Department o f the Interior, Statistical View o f  the United States: Compendium o f  the Census 
1790-1850, by J. D. DeBow, Superintendent o f  the United States Census (Washington, D.C.: U. S. Senate 
Printer, 1854), 61, 116,133 (online). The census showed that 10,180 persons came from New York, while 
only fifty-four came from Florida.

1 John David Borthwick, “Three Years in California 1851-1854, “California As I Saw It: First 
Person Narratives o f  California’s Early Years, 1849-1900, American Memory, Library of Congress 
(online), 91.

17Samuel H. W illey, ’’Thirty Years in California: A Contribution to the History of the State from 
1849-1879,” California As I Saw It: F irst Person Narratives o f  California's Early Years, 1849-1900, 
American Memory, Library o f Congress (online), 49.
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almost all, both good and bad, thinking nothing of permanence, but only aiming to get the 

greatest amount of money in the shortest possible space of time, and then to get away.”18

This influx resulted in a wild and unruly environment both in the mining areas of 

the North and the six “cow counties” of the South, and robbery, assaults, gunfights, 

murders, and duels became commonplace. The raucous mining camps and bawdy towns 

that developed only vaguely resembled traditional communities and could hardly be 

classified as “society.”19 Between 1849 and 1854, California had over four thousand 

murders, one thousand suicides, and almost two thousand driven to insanity.20

The perception grew in the rest of the nation that Californians seemed “incapable 

of self-government”21 The Saturday Evening Post editorialized that “the Pacific State 

seems to be in a far from pacific condition. Two murders a day, as we see stated, is about 

the average for the past years.”22 The editors viewed the moral inability of Californians 

to govern themselves as a threat to the stability of the country and a stain on its character. 

Californians also recognized this threat, not only to individual safety, but community 

development and economic progress, and again took matters into their own hands. “At 

last human nature could stand it no longer, and the people saw the necessity of acting 

together in self-defence [sic],” recalled John. D. Borthwick.23

Vigilantism, citizens taking the law into their own hands, surfaced in the more 

violent mining areas and the quasi-settled towns they spawned. The overwhelmingly

18Ibid.
19CIare V. McKanna, “Enclaves o f  Violence in Nineteenth-Century California,” Pacific H istorical 

Review  75 no. 5 (2004): 794.
20C.W. Harper, “Vigilance and Vigilante Justice,” Journal o f  the West 1  no. 1 (1978): 4.
21 “California,” Saturday Evening Post, 22 June 1856, APS (online), 2.

22Ibid.
^Ibid.; Borthwick, “Three Years,” 227. Borthwick painted a very vivid picture o f life in the early 

days o f San Francisco and the gold fields.
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male population of California possessed a strong behavioral code that valued honor and 

courage above safety. This dubious standard mixed with a strong sense of “justice,” and 

when combined with weak, ineffective, or corrupt law enforcement, it often resulted in 

little time or use for traditional law and order or the niceties of “due process.”

“California, in the state of society which then existed, and in view of the total 

inefficiency . . .  of the established courts of justice . . .  had to protect itself by the most 

practical and unsophisticated system of retributive justice,” explained Borthwick.24 More 

than forty communities organized vigilance committees in small mining camps in the 

Mother Lode country and in the cities of San Francisco, Sacramento, Los Angeles, and 

Monterey. The two most notorious vigilance committees in California history held sway 

in San Francisco in 1851 and 1856. The citizens of Los Angeles, however, organized the 

first committee in the state, and it operated long after the Bay Area vigilance committees 

disbanded.26

Vigilante tactics ranged from the stereotypical angry mob “justice” to organized 

para-military, quasi-legal groups that followed “legal” code and form. Variously called 

people’s courts, vigilance committees, popular tribunals, or lynch courts, they held public 

trials, encouraged mass participation, and enjoyed widespread popular approval. The 

citizenry accepted violence as long as it did not target the old, the weak, the innocent, or

24Borthwick, “Three Years,” 223.
26Roger McGrath, “A Violent Birth—Disorder, Crime, and Law Enforcement 1849-1890, 

California H istory 81 no. 3-4 (2003): 45; Robert Blew, “Vigilantism in Los Angeles,” H istorical Society o f  
Southern California Quarterly 54  no. 1 (1972): 13; Newmark, “Reminiscences, 206-8, 325. Mr. Newmark 
wrote about two vigilante hangings in Los Angeles— one in 1857 and another in late 1863. Newmark, 
“Reminiscences,” 206-8 ,325 .
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the female (prostitutes excluded). When it did, acceptance turned to rage. Prominent

residents resorted to vigilantism to enforce laws and protect the innocent. The National

Era reported on the public hanging of a felon, James Stuart, on 11 July 1851 that

illustrated the role of the members and the populace in the vigilante proceedings:

Everything was conducted with secrecy. After the trial had proceeded a couple of 
hours . . .  some one came out of the Committee room and read a portion of the 
[Stuarts’] confession . . .  and it was stated that he would be hung in an hour. The 
crowd sanctioned this proposition almost unanimously.27

Vigilante punishment included hanging, but more often consisted of banishment, 

whippings, branding, or beatings. Most tribunals surfaced in response to one specific 

incident or to a series of events, and often ended as quickly as they began. During the 

peak years of the Gold Rush between 1849-1853, more than half the total cases of 

vigilantism in the entire century occurred, yet they operated periodically throughout 

California during the latter half of the nineteenth century.28

Two hundred of San Francisco’s most prominent citizens formed the San 

Francisco Vigilance Committee on 9 June 1851. The preamble of its constitution, a sort 

of declaration of independence from the regular norms of law, declared its purpose as 

“the maintenance of peace and good order of society and the preservation of the lives and 

property of the citizens of San Francisco.”29 They conducted orderly, regular, deliberate

27McGrath, “Violent Birth,” 22, 44-45; “Letter from California,” National Era 21 August 1851, 
APS (online), 135,

^David A. Johnson, “Vigilance and the Law: The Moral Authority o f Popular Justice in 
the Far West,” American Quarterly ( 1981): 560-1 ,564-70 . Johnson claimed that two hundred cases of 
lynching alone occurred in the mining regions and surrounding venues between San Francisco and 
Sacramento and three hundred eighty in the state in the years 1849-1853. Johnson, “Vigilance," 560. Clare 
McKanna disputed this number and claimed evidence for sixty-eight in the same area. McKanna, 
“Enclaves,” 421.

29Arthur Quinn, The Rivals: William Gwin, D avid Broderick and the Birth o f  California (Lincoln 
NE: University o f Nebraska Press, 1997), 109.
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meetings, and kept careful records of the proceedings. Their members patrolled streets 

and made them safe. They screened incoming passengers on ships and turned back 

potential criminals. Punishment came only after a trial in which the defendants had the 

benefit of counsel. In the end, the committee banished about thirty, by delivering simple 

notes that warned the accused to leave the city within five days, and hanged four.30 

Despite their extralegal activities, they enjoyed huge support in the community and the 

press. When they perceived their work complete, the committee disbanded.31

After 1853, the character of vigilantism changed as California’s social and 

economic structure began to change. One adventurer who came in 1846 and stayed, 

Franklin A. Buck, wrote his sister in Maine in 1860, “The place is getting so civilized 

that I really have nothing to write. We are getting settled down like a New England 

village. A fight is a rare occurrence; gambling does not attract any attention as people are 

not so flush with money as they used to be and stay at home evenings.”32 Agriculture, 

manufacturing, finance, and merchandising replaced mining as the economic base of the 

economy. Families replaced the bachelor miner and restructured cities like San Francisco 

and Sacramento. The mob frontier justice and public spectacles of the early decade gave 

way to deliberate, disciplined vigilance committees formed by prominent citizens. Each

30Ibid„ 117.

31Harper, “Vigilance,” 4. The Alta strongly supported the 1851 Vigilance Committee. Quinn, 117. 
Borthwick wrote that “the authorities, o f course, were greatly incensed at the action o f  the Vigilance 
committee in taking from them the power they had so badly used, but they could do nothing against the 
unanimous voice o f the people, and had to submit with the best grace they could.” Borthwick, “Three 
Years,” 228-9.

32 Franklin A. Buck, “A Yankee Trader in the Gold Rush: the Letters o f  Franklin A. Buck,” 
compiled by Katherine A. White, California As I  Saw It: First-Person Narratives o f  California’s Early 
Years, 1849-1900, American Memory, Library o f Congress (online), 182.
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adopted a constitution, had an executive committee, developed a chain of command, and 

formed companies and squads. Often several members had military experience.33

These committees repeatedly proclaimed that self-preservation “is the first law of 

nature.”34 They still enforced laws and tried and punished criminals. They also used 

their power and popularity to affect political reform and fiscal responsibility. In 1856, 

another San Francisco Vigilance Committee surfaced after the murder of the reform- 

minded newspaper editor of the San Francisco Daily Evening Bulletin with the intriguing 

name of James King of William. This time the reorganized committee targeted 

corruption and graft as well as crime. The governor branded them as insurgents because 

of their activities, but they defied the authorities, organized an artillery division, a marine 

battery, and a cavalry. When they disbanded after three months, however, the courts 

operated efficiently, and the police force functioned effectively. This crusade resulted in 

a political party, called the People’s Party, that controlled San Francisco for nearly a 

decade and, eventually, the California Legislature validated its work.35

Admirers, including most local and state newspapers, national publications, 

contemporary observers, and later historians, explained that vigilantism resulted from the 

natural American skepticism of laws and authority. It coincided with the republican 

theory that citizens established a government to provide for society’s needs, and those 

same citizens could step in and effect change when that government failed to perform its

33Johnson, “Vigilance,” 560-61, 578-9; McGrath, “Violent Birth,” 45-8.

34Ibid., 45.
35San Francisco H erald  15 May 1856, hereafter referred to as the H erald; McGrath, “Violent 

Birth,” 4 4 -7 ,5 1 , 68; Harper, “Enclaves,” 5; Johnson, “Vigilance,” 579. Janies King o f William edited the 
Bulletin for less than a year. He made enemies with his outspoken views and exposure o f corruption. He 
had added “o f W illiam” to his name to “stand apart from and above the crowd.” California Newspaper Hall 
of Fame (online), “James King o f William.”
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duty. Vigilance committees arose when the populace had little confidence in the 

effectiveness of law enforcement or its commitment to prosecute cases. They represented 

the collective will of “the people,” “the populace,” or “society.” Since “the public” 

sanctioned these endeavors and participated in their actions, it became impossible to hold 

anyone accountable or exact any punishment for their extralegal activities.

Consequently, legal authorities rarely interfered.36

Members claimed that vigilance committees never intended to overthrow duly 

elected authority, but only to monitor its performance and reform it when necessary. 

Unlike the Vigilance Committee of 1851, not all San Franciscans approved of the 

Vigilance Committee of 1856. Several influential and highly placed leaders opposed its 

rebirth, including the governor, the mayor, the county sheriff, the commander of the 

militia, and a future United States Senator. The San Francisco Herald, an opponent in 

1851, continued to oppose vigilantism. An old ally, the Alta, tempered its approval of the 

1856 Committee by categorizing vigilantism as “mob violence” which had dire 

consequences and prevented law-abiding citizens from migrating to the state.37

Vigilantism declined in the Bay Area and other urban centers, but remained 

sporadically active in the rural areas. The new political landscape had no place for the

36 “The San Francisco V igilance Committee,” Times (London) 14 August 1856, as quoted in 
L ittell’s Living Age 27 September 1856, APS (online), 823; Johnson, “Vigilance,” 564, 585; McGrath, 
“Violent Birth,” 45.

37Harper, “Enclaves,” 4; McGrath, “Violent Birth,” 49; Johnson, “Vigilance,” 565-6, 581-3. One 
man, Henry H. Ellis, who “affixed his signature” to the constitution o f the first committee in 1851, 
defended both committees. He wrote, “ I should like to emphasize that the Vigilance Committees o f 1851 
and 1856 were not composed of ruffians. On the contrary, their membership included most o f  the good, 
solid citizens o f San Francisco. The members were serious and thoughtful, and the committee activities 
were for the most part supported by the constituted authorities. Indeed, during the existence o f  the Vigilance 
Committee o f  1 8 5 6 ,1 was a member o f the police force-yet was in full sympathy with the committee's 
objectives.” Ellis remained on the force and became police chief in the 1870s. Henry Hiram Ellis, “From 
Kennebec to California: Reminiscences o f a California Pioneer,” California As I  Saw It: First-Person  
Narratives o f  C aliforn ia’s Early Years, 1849-1900, American Memory, Library o f Congress (online), 46.
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vigilante movement that had spawned it. The fact remained, however, that in the 1850s, 

the citizenry of California perceived flaws and weaknesses in their governmental and 

legal institutions, and they took matters into their own hands. One ex-vigilante, Lell H. 

Woolley, who boasted that he was the ninety-sixth recruit out of more than seven 

thousand, recalled that here was a poise of the scales: corruption and murder on one side 

and honesty and good government on the other. He questioned, “Which shall be the 

balance of power, the first or the last?”38

As the debate over the admission of California raged in the winter of 1850, no one 

on either side of the issue could have imagined how much the events in California during 

the next ten years would parallel those of the nation as a whole. South Carolina’s 

Calhoun could certainly envision his beloved state seceding from the Union, and the 

Union split apart. He could have never imagined, however, that after only a decade of 

statehood, California would teeter on the brink of state division or flirt with secession or 

independence.

The first California Legislature of 1849-1850 divided the state into twenty-seven 

counties. T wenty-one counties of various sizes made up the populous northern part of 

the state, where the power and the powerful resided. The vast area below San Luis 

Obispo consisted of huge “cow counties,” sparsely populated and remote. In these 

counties, the stock population definitely outnumbered the human population. The census 

of 1850 gave Los Angeles County one hundred thousand head of livestock with only

38Johnson, 583; Lell Hawley W oolley, “California 1849-1913: or, The Rambling Sketches and 
Experiences o f Sixty-four years’ Residence in that State.” California As I Saw It: First-Person Narratives 
o f  California’s Early Years, 1849-1900, American Memory, Library o f Congress (online), 11-2. W oolley 
maintained that within thirty-six hours o f  the shooting o f the Bulletin editor, King, twenty-six hundred 
citizens enrolled in the committee. W oolley, “Rambling Sketches,” 12.
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2,650 acres of improved land. As the decade progressed, attempts surfaced to diversify 

the Southland’s economy and expand its agricultural base by experimenting with tobacco 

and cereal growing, winemaking, glass manufacturing, and mining, with varying degrees 

of success.39

A majority of the native Californians, or Californios, resided in the southern 

counties where agriculture and ranching, not mining, dominated the economy. These 

inhabitants owned large tracts of land, or ranchos, granted to them by the Spanish and 

Mexican governments. The Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo recognized the validity of the 

land grants and guaranteed the property of the Californios-40

More and more people poured into the state, however, and the desire for land 

increased. The Californios found their property rights threatened, and their land grants 

questioned. Pressure mounted to disregard these claims and open up the large holdings to 

the “conquering” Americans. In order to “validate” these claims, the federal government 

instituted a complicated, unjust, and exhausting process that placed an unreasonable 

burden of proof on the grantees. The Alta editors complained that the procedure required 

“a perfect grant . . .  with literal performance of every condition, [and] strict observance of 

minutiae.”41 They scolded the system, charging that it took advantage of the relaxed 

Mexican system, abrogated international law, discredited the United States Government,

39Bancroft 6:316-17,522; Los Angeles Star 15 December 1860; 16 June 1860; 16 March 1861; 23 
March 1861; 1 June 1861, hereafter referred to as the Star. The Star editor reported that “we have the soil 
for cereal; the only drawback is, the seasons are not always so propitious as the present.” An article 
entitled, “Times Improving,” claimed that “business circles are begging to feel a new impulse, and larger 
invoices o f  goods have been brought to town within the last ten days than have been received for nearly six 
months past. Good crops, Bear Valley gold, and the certainty o f  rich silver mines in our vicinity, are 
having their proper effort.” Star 16 June 1860.

^John W. Caughey, California: A Remarkable S tate’s Life History (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: 
Prentice Hall, 1970), 306; Alta  12 January 1853.

41Ibid., 2 February 1853.
23

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



and left the inhabitants defenseless. The process dragged on for up to fifteen years, and 

the legal expenses often bankrupted the claimant. In the end, few ranchos survived 

intact, and only the lawyers and the squatters won.42

In addition, the landowners in southern California paid a higher proportion of 

taxes because they had a more settled society and actually had [emphasis mine] taxable 

land and property, unlike the more transient and ne’er-do-well North. Not surprisingly, 

many Californios felt little allegiance to the state or national government. A reporter for 

the New York Evening Post in San Francisco observed that the native Californians who 

“conceived themselves aggrieved by the details of the State Government-especially the 

heavy taxation-are deeply discontented. These counties are almost to a man, opposed to 

enslaving the State; yet, such is their dissatisfaction, that they will join the Pro-Slavery 

men for a convention.”43

Many southern emigres settled in southern California, too. They constituted the 

overwhelming majority of the non-native white population. They came, possibly, 

because the sparsely populated, agricultural “cow counties” more closely resembled their 

native section than any other part of the state. “We are on the highway to and from the 

South. Our emigration comes from the South; our population are [sic] of the South, and 

sympathize with her,” acknowledged the editor, Henry Hamilton of the Los Angeles Star, 

the vocal Democratic newspaper in that city.44 The Star editorial referred to the 

Southland’s citizens as devoted to the Constitution, loyal to the Union, and opposed to its

42Ibid.; Caughey, 306.
43“Pro-Slavery Conspirators at Work in California,” National E m  30 December 1852, APS 

(online), 210; Joseph Ellison, 78.
44Star 5 January 1861.
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break up, yet they supported the aims of the South and opposed the fanatical measures

imposed on it by the North.45

These newcomers joined with the native Californians and railed against their

distance from the capital, disproportionate representation, and heavy tax burden. The

Alta editors acknowledged that “one portion [of the state] may feel that it is over taxed,

while another cannot perceive this disparity.”46 This sectional discontent spawned calls

for a convention to rewrite the California Constitution and facilitate state division. In the

early years of the decade, controversy swirled around these ideas. Led by disgruntled

southern Californians, a “Convention to Divide the State of California” convened in Los

Angeles in September 1851. Historian John W. Caughey held that the proponents of

separation asserted that the state government had proved to be a “splendid failure” and

advocated a “friendly and peaceful but still complete” separation.47 The resolution that

the convention adopted on 12 September stated:

Whereas, Experience has demonstrated that the political condition, which 
exists between the North and the South of California is beneficial to neither and 
prejudicial to both, therefore,

Resolved, That we, the citizens of Los Angeles county, will use every 
effort to produce a separation of the Southern portion of the State from the 
Northern, and the establishment of a separate and distinct Government.48

The anti-slavery advocates and their allies in the press viewed all the proposals as

a challenge to the Compromise of 1850 and a plot to introduce slavery onto the Pacific

Coast. The National Era editors added their voices to the debate and praised the

45Ibid„ 15 December 1860; 16 March 1861.
46Alta 27 May 1853. As early as 1849, the Alta editors opposed the division o f the state and 

believed it to be contrary to the wishes o f the people. Alta 7  September 1849.
47Caughey, 284.
48WiIliam Henry Ellison, “Movement for State Division in California, 1849-1860,” Southwestern 

Historical Quarterly 17 (1914): 114.
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California press for opposing the scheme. “California free  was a part and parcel of the 

Compromises; and if the Compromises are disturbed, the responsibility is on her, and not 

on the North, for all results which must follow.”49 The new administration of 

Democratic President Franklin Pierce came under criticism for its pro-slavery, pro

division appointments in California. The National Era’s San Francisco correspondent 

exposed the presidential appointees as opponents of the Compromise of 1850 and active 

proponents of slavery. Whigs, too, incurred the writer’s wrath, and he charged that they 

worked in concert “with the wing of the Democracy which has labored to divide the 

State, and introduce slavery into the southern portion of it.”50

The Alta editors conceded, “That there are reasons, strong and weighty, why this 

State should be divided, we suppose no one will deny.”51 These reasons included the 

taxation inequity between northern and southern California as well as the “diversity of 

interest between different sections of the state incompatible with harmonious 

prosperity.”52 In addition, the editors suggested that division would afford greater 

political importance to the Pacific states and greater political opportunities for “our 

ambitious politicians.”53 But they published numerous editorials opposed to a 

constitutional convention and called the convention part of a thinly veiled plot to 

introduce slavery into the state. “So long as there is even a possibility that division is but

49Alta 27 May 1853; “The Pro-Slavery Conspirators at Work in California,” 210; “Affairs in 
California—Movement o f  the Pro-Slavery Men,” National Era 11 March 1852, APS (online), 42.

^ “California Politics,” National Era 1 September 1853, APS (online), 137.
51 Alta  27 May 1853.
52Ibid.
53Ibid.
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an indirect attempt to plant an institution on our shores, obnoxious to a large majority of 

our people, so long will a Convention be voted down,” proclaimed an editorial.54

Calls for state division began in the Constitutional Convention of 1849. When the 

state applied for admission to the Union, southern senators unsuccessfully attempted to 

force a division and create a slave territory. The controversy churned on throughout the 

decade. The legislature made one final attempt in 1859, and the bill even reached 

Congress. By now, however, Californians generally opposed division, serious questions 

arose as to the legality of the act, and clearly more important matters occupied Congress. 

All efforts finally ended with the outbreak of the Civil War.55

Historians have since debated the underlying motives for state division and 

despite contemporary evidence and opinions, most believed it to be based on the political, 

economic, and cultural differences between sections of the state rather than a pro

southern plot to introduce slavery into the state. California scholar, William Henry 

Ellison, exposed the difference between the motives of the southern Californians and the 

southern congressmen in 1914 when he wrote, “It is thus seen that while the movement in 

Congress for division was a part of the national slavery struggle, and quite distinct in

54Ibid.
55Ibid., 7 September 1850. The Alta editors stated that ”we are utterly and unequivocally opposed 

to the adoption of any such measure [to divide the state.] Alta  7 September 1850; California Senate, 
Journal o f  the Senate o f  the State o f  California during the Tenth Session o f  the Legislature (Sacramento: C. 
T. Botts, State Printer, 1859), 6 4 8 ,7 3 9 ,7 4 4 . Newmark, “Reminiscences,” 241. Southern Californian 
Andres Pico introduced a bill in 1859 that would have separated the southern counties and formed the 
territory o f “Colorado.” The previous legislative attempt in 1854-55 called for California’s division into 
three states—North around Shasta, California in the center, and Colorado in the south, Bancroft 7:254-6; 
Caughey, 284. The Los Angeles correspondent for the Alta wrote that “at one time the native Californians, 
and the people here, generally, were in favor o f a division o f the States; but now that union with the Cotton 
Confederacy is proposed, the project o f division is losing its friends.” Alta  27 April 1861.
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character from the movement in California, the southern Congressmen tried to use the 

California contest to further their own purposes.”56

California entered the Union as a free state and, although a majority of its citizens 

voted to keep it that way, the Golden State hardly qualified as a racially harmonious 

paradise. The state constitution declared California “forever a free state,” but throughout 

the fifties, the legislature tolerated the practice of slavery by continually extending the 

deadline for removing slaves from the state. Occasionally, advertisements for selling 

slaves appeared in state newspapers, and southern newspapers ran articles inviting 

citizens to emigrate with their slaves to California to form a “Southern Slave Colony.” 

The power of the master died slowly, and slavery existed in the state until long after the 

Civil War.57

John David Borthwick recalled that there were many slaves “in various parts of 

the mines working with their masters.”58 He stated that usually the master and slave 

shared equally in the hardships and labors of the mines, and he knew of many instances 

where slaves received their freedom. Americans tolerated the Black miner in California 

more than in other parts of the country because of the unsettled state of society, and the 

realization that Blacks spent the same good money as whites. Borthwick characterized 

this attitude as a “revolution” in the feelings of Californians.59 “The almighty dollar

56W. H. Ellison, “State Division,” 110.
57Quinn, 132-3; Delilah L. Beasley, “Slavery in California,” The Journal o f  Negro H istory 3 no. 1 

(January 1918): 40, 44. The author, Beasley, made the startling statement that slavery did not die out 
entirely in California until 1872. During the fifties, a determined minority o f  Californians sought to expand 
the institution by annexing portions o f  M exico. One proponent, William Walker undertook a “filibuster” 
expedition to Sonora, M exico, in order to establish a new southern slave state modeled after Louisiana. 
Beasley, “Slavery,” 4 0 ,44 .

58Borthwick, “Three Years,” 165.
59Ibid., 165.
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exerted a still more powerful influence than in the old States, for it overcame all pre

existing false notions of dignity,” he concluded.60

As early as the Constitutional Convention, state lawmakers attempted to exclude 

free Blacks from entering the state. The idea, like allowing slavery, died due to fear that 

its inclusion might delay or even end California’s bid to join the Union. Legislation and 

agitation against freedmen, however, continued throughout the decade. In 1852, the 

legislature passed a particularly hideous Fugitive Slave Law, designed to bar slavery 

from the state. In reality, the law branded free Blacks, who had entered California before 

statehood, as “fugitives” and subject to arrest and re-enslavement. Initially the 

lawmakers mandated the law for one year but renewed it three more times despite 

vehement opposition from pro-northern Democrats. A New York Evening Post 

correspondent cited this law as evidence of the power of the pro-slavery men in the 

state.61

Most immigrants to the gold fields came from the United States. Whether from 

North or South, all generally believed in the superiority of the white race, particularly 

Anglo-Saxon Protestants. In the goldfields and in the settlements, the Americans found 

themselves competing with a significant number of foreigners. Mexicans and other 

Spanish-speaking miners comprised the majority of the competition and became the 

targets of racial discrimination. Bancroft noted that “those we have injured we hate; so it 

was with the Mexicans and Americans in California; we [Americans] had unfairly 

wrested the country [California] from them [Mexicans], and now we were determined

^ b id ., 164-5.
61Bean, 130; Bancroft 6:665-6; “The Pro-slavery Conspirators at Work in California,” 210.
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they should have none of the benefits.”62 Acrimony and conflict arose in the diggings, 

and Spanish-speaking miners banded together for protection from the outrages committed 

against them. Native Californios found little protection in their citizenship and even 

came under attack as the anti-foreigner offensive took root, because Americans made no 

distinction between them and the Spanish-speaking immigrants.63

After 1852, the focus of racial hatred shifted from Blacks and Spanish-speaking 

foreigners to the growing Chinese population. Newspapers referred to them as 

“Chinamen,” “Orientals,” “Mongolians,” or “Celestials.” The Alta editors recalled that 

when the initial “Celestials” arrived in California, state citizens saw these newcomers as a 

source of domestic labor. Most Chinese refused domestic service, however, and seemed 

unsuited for any type of day labor. The article acknowledged their talent as cooks and 

their genius for the restaurant business. One writer described their culinary fare as “rats, 

lizards, mud-terrapins, rank and indigestible shell fish” [and] “ ‘such small deer’ have 

been, and continue to be the food of the . . .  Celestial.”64 The same writer conceded that 

such habits “turn the stomach of the stoutest Anglo-Saxon.” 65

Since the promise of gold rush riches lured these eastern immigrants, too, they 

initially incurred the hatred of the miners, who considered them a degraded race and unfit 

for citizenship or even association with whites. Their foreign dress, language, religion, 

culture, food, and social structure engendered ridicule and hostility. Their 

industriousness, no doubt, produced resentment tinged with envy. Although anti-Chinese

62Bancroft 6:402.
63Bean, 162; Bancroft 6:402-7; Spencer C. Olin, California Politics 1846-1920: The Emerging 

Corporate State (San Francisco: Boyd & Fraser, 1981), 10; Beasley, 40.
MAlta 15 June 1853.
65Olin, 11; Cheryl L. Cole, “Chinese Exclusion: The Capitalist Perspective of the Sacramento 

Union," California H istory 57 no. 1 (1978): 13-4; Alta 15 June 1853.
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feelings pervaded most of society, some moderated their views because of the economic 

importance of that community. As long as these “citizens of the Flowery Kingdom” 

performed menial jobs unacceptable to Americans, some business leaders accepted them. 

The Alta editors admitted that many Chinese, in San Francisco and elsewhere, became 

intelligent and good citizens. Others felt some compassion and empathy even as they 

considered them inferiors, but the prejudice continued.66

Editorials and articles recognized their plight and some offered concern tempered 

with reality. The Daily Evening Bulletin reported on 4 January 1857 that the Board of 

Education decided not to allow Chinese into the Evening Schools despite the fact that the 

Board believed:

that it very desirable the Asiatics, particularly Chinese youths, should have 
every facility offered them for acquiring the English language; but as they were 
liable to insult by rude boys before and after school hours they had better remain 
away from our public schools.67

Since “rude boys” and other whites preyed on the Chinese, they considered it 

useless and foolish to defend themselves against Americans, and this acquiescence made 

them an easy target. The Chinese, however, attacked one another too. Henry H. Ellis, a 

twenty-two year veteran of the San Francisco police department, explained that “they 

both sinned and were sinned against.. . .  The Chinese were a law unto themselves, 

played well the game of ‘No savvy,’[and] hadn’t the faintest idea o f . . .  sanitation.”68 He 

acknowledged that they worked hard at menial jobs, street cleaners, door-to-door 

peddlers, and laundry work, yet they were expert thieves, gamblers, burglars, smugglers,

66Ibid.; Olin, 10-1; Cole, “Chinese Exclusion,” 13-4.
61 Bulletin 4  January 1857.

68Ellis, ’’Kennebec,” 60-3.
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and cold-blooded murderers. When a ship docked with Chinese immigrants, crowds 

surrounded and pelted the newcomers with mud, flour, and shouts. “[The] Chinese . . .  

refused to return to their native lands, and we found it impossible to rid ourselves of an 

ever-growing menace,” Ellis recalled.69

The Chinese came for the same reason as other nationalities-to make their 

fortune. Most clung to the dream of returning to their homeland and had no desire to 

assimilate into the foreign society of California. Americans, suspicious of their alien 

ways and fearful of the competition in the workplace, enacted a Foreign Miners’ License 

Tax in 1850 and renewed it in 1852. The Mexicans could not afford to pay the tax, but 

the Chinese paid it gladly in an attempt to placate the anti-Chinese feeling among the 

whites. Restrictions against the Chinese continued well into the twentieth century, yet 

the Chinese endured racial discrimination, indentured servitude, political oppression, and 

grinding poverty with a type of fatalism and stoicism gleaned from years of oppression. 

Even Ellis admitted that he “learned to admire the better class, and never . . .  had 

occasion to change my mind.”70

Until the middle of the next decade, California barred Blacks and Chinese from 

testifying in court against a white person, although the few Republican legislators tried to 

amend that statute in 1857 and 1858. In 1857, when a “colored” man attempted to do his 

job and sustained injuries in the process, the Bulletin reporter commented that because 

“he has a black or tinged skin, is no reason why he should be treated with inhumanity or

Ibid.
70Bean, 163-5; Ellis, “Kennebec,” 64.
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outrage.”71 The man’s employers, determined to press charges against the attacker, sent 

the “colored” employee back to the neighborhood to find ’’white” witnesses and inquire 

about whatever “white” testimony would support the facts. The newspaper’s editors 

scolded:

It seems that these unfortunate beings can be trodden upon and outraged with 
impunity, when no white man but the oppressor sees it, and that the people of a 
free, enlightened and professed Christian State . . .  can look on with folded hands, 
deprecate the wrong, but fail to vindicate the rights of common justice.72

The African-American, Spanish-Mexican, and Chinese communities endured

discrimination, injustice, exploitation, and poverty, but each survived and eventually

integrated into California society. The Native Americans of California did not. They lost

their lands, their way of life, their population, and they never recovered. Hostility

between whites and Indians raged for nearly two decades after statehood. The

newcomers coveted tribal lands, and the Indians resisted. The federal and state

governments clashed over the causes of the problem, the means to solve it, and the

money to pay for it.73

Californians perceived the red man as barbarous and predatory. They believed

that Indians had no right to any land. Consequently, state authorities wanted the Indians

removed or exterminated. California’s location, however, made removal to the West

impossible. In the mining areas, extermination became policy, and militia units pursued

the tribes with tragic results. Often tribes offered little effective resistance to these raids,

but some resulted in massacres. Throughout the state, Native Americans faced torment

71 Bulletin 8 January 1857.
72Robert Chandler, “The Velvet Glove: The Army during the Secession Crisis in California, 1860- 

1861,” Journal o f  the West 3 no. 20 (October 1981): 5; Bulletin 8 January 1857.
73Bancroft 6:607.
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and humiliation at the hands of the Anglo population. Southern Californians exploited 

cheap Indian labor with a particularly odious law that authorized the arrest, 

imprisonment, and fining of any Indian “able to work who shall be found loitering, or 

drunk, making a noise or disturbance.”74

The national government insisted that the troubles resulted from aggressive 

whites and was a consequence of the “frontier experience.”75 The state attitude and its 

policy shocked even some federal Indian agents. These commissioners negotiated 

treaties and initiated the reservation system. Citizens resisted these solutions, the 

legislature refused to cooperate, and both United States Senators blocked treaty 

ratifications in the Senate. These factors dashed any hope of a peaceful solution to the 

Indian problem. In fact, a workable solution never emerged. Although this reservation 

policy proved unworkable in California, it became the model for federal Indian 

reservations throughout the West. In California, two opposing cultures clashed, two 

peoples hated and feared each other, and in the end, the Indian population lost everything. 

Clearly, California’s struggle with Native American issues produced disgraceful results.76

Almost as soon as the statehood celebrations ceased, California faced the dark 

reality of being one of the thirty-one states. The divisive issues of slavery, secession, and 

“popular sovereignty” that split the nation plagued California as well. Distance no longer 

insulated it from the national quarrel, and the rapid pace of events deprived the infant 

state of the chance to mature gradually. The chaotic frontier “society” attracted more

74Bean, 166-8. Peter Burnett, California’s first governor, told the legislature that a “war of 
extermination will continue to be waged between the races until the Indian race becomes extinct.” Beck and 
Williams, 241.

75Joseph Ellison, 106.
76Bean, 166-7.
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than just those greedy for gold. California offered limitless opportunities for anyone 

willing to make that hazardous journey.

Along with the adventurers of the Gold Rush, there came a large number of 

politicians unemployed and hungry for power. The New York Herald quipped that “when 

President [Zachary] Taylor [a Whig] was elected [in 1848] all the Democratic politicians 

of the United States were thrown out of employment; and gold being discovered 

simultaneously in California, they were off there.”77 Whether this was true or not, the 

Democratic Party emerged the victor in the competition for control of the new state and 

held power for the next decade.78

Among the thousands that flocked to the infant state, two opportunists came who 

clearly saw the political potential and sought their fortunes there. Each boasted to a 

friend that he would one day represent California in the United States Senate. Each 

belonged to the Democratic Party, but they differed in background and political 

philosophy. One believed in the right of secession and the protection and expansion of 

slavery. The other advocated the doctrine of “popular sovereignty” in deciding the 

slavery issue and opposed secession, slavery, and abolition. They did share enormous 

political savvy, fierce loyalty to their respective factions, a genius for accumulating 

power, a goal to sit in the United States Senate, and a blinding hatred of one another.

The rivalry between Mississippian, Dr. William McKendree Gwin, a pro-southern 

Democrat, and New Yorker, David Colbert Broderick, a Tammany Hall, pro-Union

77New York H erald  as quoted in the Alta 16 July 1856.
78Caughey, 281.
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Democrat, reached titanic proportions, split the party in two, dominated California

politics for nearly ten years, and ultimately destroyed both men.79

William M. Gwin came to California in 1848. He had earned both law and

medical degrees, owned a large plantation and several slaves, held several important

governmental posts, and served in the House of Representatives. Gwin developed a close

relationship with Andrew Jackson (his father’s commanding officer in the War of 1812),

lived in the White House for a short time, and learned his political skills from the master.

This association introduced Gwin to Democratic politics and most of the important party

politicians of the day. John C. Calhoun of South Carolina schooled him in the doctrine of

states’ rights, Sam Houston of Texas introduced him to his future wife, Jefferson Davis of

Mississippi lived in the same boardinghouse, and Stephen Douglas of Illinois presented

his credentials to the Senate as one of the first senators from California.80

Gwin quickly involved himself in California affairs. He stumped the state to

enhance his political career, visited mining camps and towns, and encouraged fellow

southerners to enter politics. After two months in the state, he became an influential

delegate to the Constitutional Convention and returned to Washington, as he had

predicted to Stephen Douglas, as one of the first senators from the new state. A fellow

convention delegate, Elisha Oscar Crosby, a northerner, explained how this southerner

secured his election to the Senate:

I was induced to vote for him [Gwin] as U. S. Senator because he was known as 
an extreme Southern man and unless we sent some such man as that to Congress 
we had no chance of being admitted as a State as the Government was Southern in

79Quinn, v- vii, 1.

“ ibid., 13 ,91 .
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character and the admission of California to the Union was paramount to every 
other consideration.81

Crosby added that he prayed that Gwin would draw the short term so that “he 

would be there [in the Senate] only a few months and we could then send someone 

else.”82 The Senate terms were staggered and to the dismay of Crosby and certainly 

others, Gwin won the “long” senatorial term of six years, leaving the other newly chosen 

senator, the famous Pathfinder John C. Fremont, to serve for only two years. Then with 

the arrogance, polish, and skill that marked his true character, the new solon embarked on 

a Senate career that can only be described as “charmed.”83

Senator Gwin served California, but he also served himself and the South as well. 

If John C. Calhoun had possessed a crystal ball in 1850, he would have known that he did 

not have to fight so passionately to block California’s admission into the Union. With the 

native Mississippian as senator, the Pacific state posed no threat to southern aspirations. 

He had tutored William Gwin and knew his political beliefs very well. Calhoun probably 

expected his protege to support pro-southern issues, but he could never have predicted the 

strength or consequences of that support84

During nearly ten years in the Senate, Gwin proved to be an effective and 

persuasive legislator, and he achieved many stunning successes. He championed issues

81Crosby, 40-1. In his memoirs of the Constitutional Convention, Crosby recalled that Dr. Gwin 
“assumed to himself the leadership and direction [of the convention] . . .  and affected that air o f authority 
that to the average American is offensive.” At one point, an outspoken old Californian, Jacob Snyder, who 
seemed to find Gwin’s manner offensive put him in his place, sent the delegates into uproarious laughter, 
and succeeded in transforming Gwin into a conciliatory, tactful, courteous, and skillful member [at least 
during the remainder o f  the Constitutional Convention.] Crosby commented that “he [Gwin] seemed to 
show a consummate skill for ingratiating himself, making friends, which aided . . .  his success afterwards.” 
Crosby, 40-1; Quinn, 31 ,76 .

82Crosby, 41.
83Quinn, 76.
'“ ibid., 82, 93.
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such as a Pacific Railroad, a United States mint for San Francisco, a navy yard, and a 

moderate Indian policy. He framed and secured passage of the controversial land title 

policy and lobbied for the establishment of a customs house in San Francisco. In 1851, 

the California Legislature honored him for his valuable service to the state.85

When Democrat Franklin Pierce became President in 1852, Gwin gained control 

of all federal patronage power in the Golden State. The Federal Customs House 

employed nearly two hundred people, and Gwin appointed so many southerners that it 

became known as “the Virginia poorhouse.” In addition, his pro-southern wing of the 

Democratic Party, known as the Chivalry or Chiv, controlled all local and state political 

offices, the legislature, and the courts with an iron grip. His luck continued, and the 

opportunities to strengthen his political position seemed endless.86

Fortunately for Gwin but unfortunately for Senator Fremont and his political 

allies, the Pathfinder spent all but three weeks of his two-year term stumping for re- 

election. He had no impact in the Senate. Fremont did not win re-election in 1852, and 

ironically, neither did anyone else. Hopelessly deadlocked over the choice of Fremont’s 

successor, the legislature postponed the election for eight months. The terms of 

California’s two congressmen also expired because of an election rule irregularity, so for 

eight months Senator Gwin alone represented California in Congress. Eventually, the 

Senate prize went to another pro-slavery Democrat and Gwin ally, John B. Weller, who

85Ibid, 93-4; Ironically, the first signature on the resolution honoring Gwin was that o f the 
president pro tempore o f the state Senate, David C. Broderick (Gwin’s future rival). Quinn, 93. Later 
Gwin’s popularity declined and questions surfaced about his true motives. The Alta editors blamed Gwin 
for “its [patronage’s] errors, its abuses, and its injuries on the people o f California,” and called it “bad in 
principle and worse in practice.” The editors compared Gwin to Judas, selling the government for thirty 
pieces o f  silver and betraying the people. Alta 12 January 1853.

^Quinn, 93; W. H. Ellison, Dominion, 271-3.
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fought off numerous challengers, including an ambitious state senator, David Broderick, 

in his first run for the United States Senate.87

David C. Broderick arrived in California just one week after Gwin, and he 

immediately began to carve out a place in the Democratic Party. Unlike the genteel, 

southern background of Gwin, Broderick, the son of an Irish immigrant, learned his 

politics in the rough and tumble world of New York’s Tammany Hall. Broderick played 

hard and expected to win. He used tactics every bit as ruthless and calculating as his 

rival, but he lacked the finesse and polish of Gwin. He gained his power, not through 

high-powered political connections, but in the saloons, brothels, and slum neighborhoods 

of San Francisco. He headed a network as loyal and formidable as the Chiv, and he 

opposed everything they stood for.88

No one could ever call his career “charmed.” Broderick wielded enormous 

power, experienced stunning successes, and suffered grinding failures. Whenever his 

political fortunes seemed the lowest, Broderick remarkably reinvented himself and 

salvaged his career. Californians liked the feisty Irishman. Senator Gwin may have had 

the power in Washington, but Broderick had the power in California.89

Broderick had also boasted to a friend that he would represent California in the 

United States Senate, but he put no time frame on this goal. He waited a little longer and 

took a rockier path than his rival. He learned from his political defeats and used his 

considerable power in San Francisco, the legislature, and the state Democratic Committee 

to lay the groundwork for his ambitions. He eyed the Senate seat occupied by Senator

87Bancroft 6:655-66.
^Quinn, 49.

89Quinn, 138, 159.
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Gwin that expired in 1855, but when the legislature met to choose Gwin’s successor, 

neither the incumbent nor his opponents won the election. After thirty-eight ballots, the 

legislators remained hopelessly deadlocked and finally gave up. Once again, California 

had only one United States Senator, John Weller, for nearly two years.90

When Senator Weller’s termed ended in 1857, both of California’s Senate seats 

were at stake. Broderick saw his opportunity to finally win. He schemed, made deals, 

and applied pressure to increase his chances in the election. When the Assembly and 

Senate met to vote, the savvy politician manipulated the legislative agenda and the 

balloting to insure his election to the “long” six-year term. Next, he forced a weakened 

Gwin, eager to return to the United States Senate after a two-year absence, to yield the 

all-important federal patronage power to him. In return, Broderick supported Gwin’s re- 

election bid over other Chiv candidates, including the incumbent Weller and a skilled, 

ambitious, young Milton S. Latham. The scrappy fighter from New York finally won the 

ultimate prize, and his election seemed to deprive the Chiv of the federal patronage, 

which was the key to political power. Broderick had reached the height of his power, 

but, as the two enemies traveled together to Washington, Gwin still possessed powerful 

friends.91

James Buchanan, the President of the United States and a close friend of Senator 

Gwin, refused to honor the deal between the two rivals. The Chief Executive ignored the 

new senator whom he found arrogant and demanding. He used patronage to cripple 

Broderick’s wing of the party and strengthened the Chiv. Broderick also incurred the

90Ibid., 47, 154-61; Beck and Williams, 166-7.
91Quinn, 221-7; Beck and Williams, 166-7.
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wrath of the President and the California Legislature when he disregarded its instructions 

and voted against the pro-slavery LeCompton Constitution for the state of Kansas. The 

legislature censured him for his “disobedience” and disrespect toward the President.

They argued that his actions dishonored the people of California, and legislators 

demanded his resignation. Privately, people questioned whether David Broderick might 

become a “Black” Republican.92

The two senators never debated in public, but they fought a war for power in 

California, the Senate, the press, and public opinion. In an era when slights against one’s 

honor demanded satisfaction, words had deadly consequences. As Senator Gwin’s power 

began to decline, and the Chiv felt threatened, strong passions enveloped California 

politics. Enemies and spies abounded. Because of Broderick’s inflammatory statements 

about Gwin and vice versa, David S. Terry, a Gwin supporter and former Chief Justice of 

the California Supreme Court, challenged the senator to a duel on 13 September 1859. 

After lingering for three days, United States Senator David Colbert Broderick died on 16 

September 1859 as a result of this duel.93

92Senate Concurrent Resolution No. 11, censuring Broderick for disobeying instructions and 
demanding that he resign his United States Senate seat, passed the Senate by a vote o f 20-10  on 2 February 
1859, and the Assembly concurred the follow ing day. Journal o f  the Senate 1 8 5 9 ,216; W. H. Ellison, 
Dominion, 295. Crosby claimed that Broderick had no influence in matters o f federal patronage even after 
the deal with Gwin. Gwin continued to have the run o f California and his “attitude toward Broderick was 
overbearing and . . .  insolent,” Crosby, 62. W. H. Ellison believed that Buchanan really controlled the 
patronage and only sought Gwin’s opinion. W. H. Elllison, Dominion, 295, 299; Beck and Williams, 166. 
The Bulletin editors cautioned that censure was impractical, expensive, and time consuming, and asked, 
“Who believes that David C. Broderick, after spending years to elevate himself to the Senate, will throw off 
his toga, at the bidding o f a temporary legislative majority that happens to be against him.” Bulletin 19 
January 1859. To illustrate the profound political change in the state in less than two years, the 1861 
California Legislature expunged the censure from the deceased Broderick’s record on 16 May 1861. The 
Senate vote w asl8-13. Journal o f  the Senate 1 8 6 1 ,826-7; Bancroft 7:259. Every Democratic newspaper 
referred to the young Republican Party as the “Black” Republicans or just the “Blacks.” Star 16 June 1860; 
28 July 1860; 2 February 1861.

93Quinn, 260-70.
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The killing ignited a firestorm of anger, exacerbated an already volatile situation, 

and added to the national political strife. For Broderick, the duel ended his life. For 

Gwin, the duel effectively ended his political career. For Terry, the duel branded him a 

corrupt, disreputable scoundrel. For the Chivalry, the duel ended its stranglehold on 

California and signaled the beginning of its end. Except for the ill-fated Broderick, 

however, all would reinvent themselves and “fight” another day. Broderick, the master 

phoenix, would have understood and grudgingly admired this, no doubt The 

Republicans reaped the only benefit of the duel. They embraced the fallen senator, and 

Broderick became a martyr for the Union cause.94

The editors of the National Era offered a plausible explanation for the long and 

unchallenged southern Democratic hold on California. Writing in 1852, these observers 

speculated on the reasons it happened but could not foresee the strength, the impact, or 

the duration of Chivalry control. In their opinion, pro-slavery southern Democrats 

crowded into California, saw an opportunity to reverse the slavery ban, and quickly 

gained the political power in the state. “The Northerners, ‘the opponents of Slavery,’ 

have turned their attention to mining or trading, [and] as usual, [are] more interested in 

wealth than political power,” they surmised.95

The year 1860 dawned in California, like in the rest of the nation, under the 

looming cloud of debate and division. The United States appeared to be racing headlong 

toward disunion, yet few Americans remembered a time without sectional strife. For 

thirty years, the North and South waged a ferocious battle and drew further and further

94W.H. Ellison, Dominion, 306-7.
95“Pro-Slavery Conspirators at Work in California,” 210.
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apart. Each side claimed the Constitution as its own and believed that they represented 

the true spirit of the founding fathers. Miraculously, with each crisis came a compromise 

to ease the situation. After all, a compromise created the state of California. Citizens 

sincerely hoped that a new compromise would ease tension now, because the alternative 

seemed unthinkable. However, the realization grew that if the nation had to make a 

choice for union or disunion, so would the young state.

Hubert Bancroft, writing in the 1880s, and William Henry Ellison, writing nearly 

eighty years later, both characterized California’s political journey during 1860 as a 

“revolution.”96 The state began its first decade of statehood strongly Democratic, but 

1860 ended with the Democratic Party in disarray, its officeholders weakened, and its 

political base eroded. With the new decade, Californians sensed that it was time for a 

change.97

Several factors contributed to the Chivalry's downfall. The duel between Senator 

Broderick and Judge Terry demonstrated the ferocity of the Democratic split, highlighted 

California’s political and moral dilemma, galvanized pro-northern opposition, and woke 

up an apathetic populace. Death catapulted Broderick to the status of martyr, and he 

became more politically effective after death than in life. His goal, to awaken the public 

to the treachery of Gwin and the Chivalry, seemed attainable at last.98

Admirers and critics alike praised the slain politician. Death purified his career 

and erased his faults. Even the firebrand editor of the pro-southern Los Angeles Star,

^Bancroft 7:270; W. H. Ellison, Dominion, 308; William Penn Moody, ’’Civil War and 
Reconstruction in California Politics,” (Ph.D. dissertation, University of California at Los Angeles, 1950), 
87.

97Ibid., 75.

98Ibid., 41, 130; Bancroft 7:270.
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Henry Hamilton, usually a hostile critic, described the senator as “exemplary, bold, open, 

manly, and endowed with indomitable will and courage.”99 This was unusually high 

praise from a man who would be a true “thorn in the side” of federal authorities during 

the Civil War. His editorials vividly illustrated the sharp division between the 

Democratic Party factions and between the northern and southern parts of the state. He 

remained unabashedly pro-southern throughout the war, and his rhetoric never 

subsided.100

Gwin also played a significant role in the Chiv’s downfall. He continually 

fashioned two different personae, and he revealed one to California and one to the rest of 

the nation. More and more, his actions and speeches came back to haunt him. On 12 

December 1859, the solon delivered a speech in the Senate, clearly not designed for 

California. He proclaimed, “I believe that the slave-holding states of this confederacy 

can establish a separate and independent government” and if the southern states went out 

of the Union, he stated that “California would be found with the South.”101 Despite being 

carefully expunged from the official record, these remarks, not surprisingly, made their 

way to California. When challenged about these remarks, California’s senior senator 

denied them, but his growing number of critics took note. Despite his long service to the 

state and his self-proclaimed love for the Union, his love for the South finally turned the 

public against him.102

"Star 17 September 1859; 24 September 1859.
100W. H. Ellison, Dominion, 306-7.
101Bancroft 7:258-9. 265. Bancroft believed it was not intended for Californians, but the Alta , 

often a Gwin critic, picked up on it. Moody, “Politics,” 87-8.
102Bancroft 7:251; W. H. Ellison, Dominion, 307.
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The death of Broderick also contributed to the Chiv’s downfall. When Gwin left

for Washington after his enemy’s death, someone waved a sign with the slain politician’s

picture and a printed message on it that “it is the will of the people that the murderers of

Broderick do not return again to California.”103 Rumors abounded that the Chiv planned

and promoted the duel to eliminate Broderick. Clearly, the public had begun to tire of,

not only Gwin, but the Chiv, state politics, and the Democratic Party’s infighting and

policies too. The Bulletin lectured the fractious legislature suggesting that:

members must devote their energies to the real business before them. . .  [and] 
avoid disputes, and exasperating topics, which have a tendency to stir up divisions 
and dissentions among themselves. They must endeavor to accomplish their task 
with expedition -  and . . .  they must pull as nearly as possible together.104

In January 1860, the last overwhelmingly pro-slavery Democratic legislature

(elected before Broderick’s death) convened, but the new Republican Party maintained a

slow but steady growth. The election in 1859 of the more moderate but ambitious

governor, Milton S. Latham, also contributed to the fall of the Chiv. In a startling move,

Latham resigned the governorship on Inauguration Day. The next day, in another

startling move, the legislature elected the ex-governor to fill Broderick’s Senate seat.105

Latham forged his own path in the United States Senate and in California.

Northern by birth yet backed by the Chivalry, this savvy politician sensed the decline of

Gwin and his cronies. He kept his distance from the senior senator, and they became

103Ibid., 307; Moody, “Politics,” 41.
1(MThe Alta  editors blamed the Chiv for Broderick’s death declaring that “the whole affair [duel] 

wore the aspect o f a deliberate and fixed determination to kill Broderick off, under any and all 
circumstances.” Alta 17 September 1959; Bulletin 19 January 1859.

10SMoody called the election of 1859 “one o f the bitterest campaigns in political history.” 
Moody, “Politics,” 47; Bancroft 7:253-5. Henry P. Haun had served in the Senate for four months 
after Broderick’s death. Leonard L. Richards, The California Gold Rush and the Coming o f  the Civil 
War (New York: Alfred P. Knopf, 2007), 224.

45

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



political enemies. Dislike for each other, however, paled in comparison to their mutual 

hatred of the Broderick Democrats. They united in support of John Breckinridge, the 

pro-southern candidate, against Stephen A. Douglas in the presidential election, but 

Latham would later attempt to downplay that endorsement.106

More and more, Senator Gwin found himself on the defensive. Enemies attacked 

him for failing to procure a daily central Overland Mail service and obstructing the 

passage of a transcontinental railroad bill, because he favored a southern route. He 

damaged his reputation even more when he asserted that he did not believe in 

nullification and secession, but he did believe in revolution. In promoting a Breckenridge 

victory, he warned that a Republican victory would trample the rights of the southern 

states whom he believed should resist or “be disgraced in the eyes of civilized men.”107 

The final insult for the solon came on Election Day, 6 November 1860. When Senator 

Gwin went to the polls in San Francisco, workers challenged his vote on the grounds that 

he opposed the railroad. After discussions on the subject, he finally cast his vote.108

The railroad issued haunted him until the very last. Ironically, as his career 

ebbed, Gwin urged passage of the original bill he had proposed in 1852. Although it 

previously failed to pass the Senate due to numerous amendments, the measure finally 

passed the House of Representatives in 1861. Gwin lobbied to kill all the amendments in 

the upper house, and he found an ally in his friend, William H. Seward. Despite such 

high-powered support, however, the Pacific Railroad bill failed again. When his “pet”

106Moody, “Politics,” 49.

107Ibid., 76, 79.
108Ibid., 84. In truth, President Buchanan had also blocked the central route for the railroad to 

please the South. Moody, 22.
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project (which had brought him unparalleled praise at home in 1852 and unparalleled 

criticism in 1860) died, it illustrated how irrelevant he had become. The Democratic 

Party failed to consider California’s senior senator for re-election. After nearly ten years 

in the Senate, Gwin left Washington, and the Chivalry effectively died.109

Certainly, Gwin’s downfall came as no surprise to Elisha Crosby, his colleague 

from the long ago Constitutional Convention, who in 1849 described the newcomer as “a 

man of consummate intrigue.”110 As an old man, when his evaluation proved correct, 

Crosby wrote that “he [Gwin]. . .  has proved treacherous to his northern friends and 

always favored the south. No northern man, no friend at [sic] the north who was known 

to be strongly against slavery ever received anything from his hands.”111

As the 1860 presidential election approached, public interest centered on the 

upcoming political conventions. The national Democratic Party remained hopelessly 

divided, the new Republican Party sensed that perhaps its time had come, and the threat 

of a Republican victory stiffened the resolve of the South to secede. In California, the 

Democratic Party remained hopelessly divided, too. The Broderick Democrats lacked a 

leader, and the Chivalry kept digging its grave deeper with every move it made.

The Broderick Democrats refused to send delegates to the Democratic National 

Convention in Charleston. The Chivalry attended and voted with the southern 

delegations on every issue. When the contentious convention broke up and moved to 

Baltimore, the California delegates went too, then seceded from that convention with

109Ibid., 84, 93. The Alta  editors reported that the bill provided for two lines connecting the 
Atlantic to the Pacific, through both the North and the South, terminating in Oregon and California. Alta 4 
February 1853.

110Crosby, 61.
11'ibid., 62.
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southern delegations, and nominated John Breckinridge of Kentucky for president. The 

remaining delegates nominated Stephen Douglas of Illinois for president. A small 

Constitutional Union party nominated John Bell of Tennessee, and the Republicans chose 

a little known, Illinois lawyer named Abraham Lincoln. When the convention season 

ended, four different national tickets battled for the presidency.112

The Republicans in California smelled victory although they had never won any 

significant election in the state. No doubt, they watched gleefully as their opposition 

seemed to implode before their very eyes. The Democratic Party chaos certainly 

increased their chances of success, but in addition, the national Republican Party supplied 

them with a strong platform that supported three important issues favored by 

Californians: a Pacific Railroad, a daily central Overland Mail service, and free 

homesteads.113

California’s citizens often considered their distant location a blessing. They 

wanted isolation on their own terms, however, and constantly lobbied for improved 

transportation to and communication with the East. Distance offered them a free, 

detached existence, but they also recognized that isolation hindered progress and 

expansion. During the fifties, one issue all politicians agreed upon was the need for a 

transcontinental railroad, but like everything else before Congress, it became mired in the 

sectional controversy. The northern politicians wanted a central route into San Francisco

112Moody wrote that the Constitutional Unionists consisted o f mostly old Whigs and Know- 
Nothings. Most California delegates were “middle aged men o f ‘great respect and private wealth.’ ” 
Lincoln was not unknown to California Republicans, who had informally voted for him for vice president 
in 1856. Moody, “Politics,” 4 9 ,6 1 -6 4 , 81; Bancroft 7:252-5, 266-7.

113Moody, “Politics,” 65.
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while southerners, naturally, preferred a route through Texas and New Mexico to Los 

Angeles. The bill continually failed due to disagreement over the proposed route.114

Pacific steamers, biweekly southern Overland Mail by stagecoach, and a few 

miles of telegraph wires in the state offered the only means of communication with the 

world. On 3 April 1860, California’s link to the Atlantic states strengthened with the 

inauguration of the Pony Express. This semi-weekly service reduced mail delivery from 

San Francisco to St. Louis to ten days, it took only thirteen days from S t Louis to New 

York, and it cost five cents an ounce. Telegraphic dispatches went from New York to St. 

Louis, then to Fort Kearney where the “Pony” brought them to Sacramento, and on to 

San Francisco by telegraph. West Coast citizens enthusiastically greeted this 

development.115

The 1860 Republican platform advocated free homesteads, and this attracted 

support in California. During the fifties, both political parties had supported squatters’ 

rights. The legal wrangling over Spanish and Mexican land grants spawned this issue 

and during the endless years of litigation, squatters settled on disputed land and claimed it 

as their own. It proved nearly impossible to evict them when and if titles cleared. Since 

the public desired the land, politicians sought to give it to them (especially since few, if 

any, of the legislators claimed any pre-statehood land grants.) The 1856 legislature 

passed a law declaring that all land should be considered public land until legal title

114Ibid., 20.
ll5Alta 25 April 1861; Alfa 12 January 1861; Bancroft 7:281.
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passed to private parties. A homestead act seemed a logical next step and a sure way to 

get votes.116

Republicans hammered away at the Democrats for failing to enact a Pacific 

Railroad bill or providing a central Overland Mail route, and they pointed out that 

President Buchanan had vetoed a homestead bill. Democrats defended their record and 

explained their position, but their platform did not endorse these ideas. When Senator 

Latham returned to the state in August 1860, he found a complete transformation in 

public sentiment toward the Chivalry. An awakened public wanted a change.117

Despite attempts to reunite, the divided Democrats never joined forces in the 

presidential campaign. Prominent campaigners brought their own “baggage” with them 

as they stumped for Breckinridge or Douglas. A crippled Gwin, a “Copperhead” 

governor, John Downey, and the ghost of Broderick were the best the fractious party had 

to offer. In addition, they had a record to defend, and the public had soured on that.118

Republicans had no record for the opposition to attack although controversy 

centered on the Party’s ties to the San Francisco Vigilance Committee of 1856 and its 

offspring, the People’s Party. The party’s most lethal weapon, however, was 

undoubtedly the oratory of Edward D. Baker. Dubbed the man who “saved the Pacific 

States to the Union” by his biographer, Elijah Robinson Kennedy, Baker had delivered a

1 l6Alta  2 February 1853. The next year, the California Supreme Court declared this law 
unconstitutional. Moody, “Politics,” 5-6.

117Ibid., 72.
118Ibid., 72-4, 82. The term “Copperhead” referred to a northerner who sympathized with the 

southern cause and the rebellion. The name came from the copperhead snake, which strikes without 
previous movement or warning. William Zorrow, “California Sidelights on the Election o f 1864,” 
California H istorical Society Quarterly 34 no. 1 (1955): 52. Downey had succeeded Milton Latham.
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spellbinding eulogy at Senator Broderick’s funeral.119 His orations proved no less 

powerful and effective in support of his old Springfield friend, Abraham Lincoln.120

On 6 November 1860, Californians went to the polls and split their votes among 

the four candidates. Abraham Lincoln defeated Stephen Douglas by seven hundred votes 

and nearly five thousand over John Breckinridge. He won the state’s four electoral votes 

and the presidency. The election results produced a political revolution in California.

The voters rejected disunion two to one, rebuffed the Chivalry, and repudiated their entire 

congressional delegation. After a decade of political “sleepwalking,” the citizens of the 

thirty-first state finally woke up.121

119Kennedy, ii.
120Moody, “Politics,” 83. The friendship between Baker and Lincoln dated back to their early 

days as young lawyers in Springfield. They were friendly colleagues and even rivals for a congressional 
seat Lincoln named his second son, Edward Baker Lincoln. Baker fought in the Mexican War and 
developed a keen interest in the affairs o f  the newly admitted California. In 1852, he arrived in the state, 
opened a law office, and became an active anti-slavery advocate immediately. In 1856 he became a charter 
member o f the California Republican Party. After years o f struggle and defeat, the new Republican Party 
nominated a full slate o f candidates for the 1859 state elections. A s the split in the Democratic Party over 
slavery widened, Baker ran unsuccessfully for Congress. When Senator Broderick died nine days after the 
election, Baker eloquently eulogized the senator and brought national attention to the circumstances o f his 
death. As the election o f 1860 approached, his friends, including Lincoln, urged him to run for senator 
from Oregon, since California had no vacant Senate seat. Oregon, like its southern neighbor, had strong 
pro-southern sentiments, but in a surprising turn o f events, Baker won the seat. One his way to 
Washington, he stopped in San Francisco, and gave a fiery speech in support o f Abraham Lincoln’s 
candidacy. Edward A. Dickson, “Lincoln-Baker: A Story o f a Great Friendship,” The Historical Society o f  
Southern California Quarterly 34 (September 1952): 225-37.

12lMoody, “Politics,” 84 -7 .
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CHAPTER TWO 
1861

‘They Will Work This Slavery Excitement Up To A Civil War”

What a difference a decade made . . .  in the life of California. On 1 January 1851, 

an optimistic, energetic California reveled in its new statehood. On 1 January 1861, 

California, tempered by ten years in a troubled Union, pondered the future of that 

statehood. The country that Californians fought so vigorously to join hovered on the 

brink of disaster. On 20 December 1860, South Carolina acted on its threat, passed an 

ordinance of secession, and severed its ties with the Union. California, like the nation, 

considered what would happen next. In the New Year’s Day 1861 edition of the Alta, its 

St. Louis correspondent asked the key question, “Where does California Stand?”1

The time for decision approached and Californians considered their options. The 

young state remained divided vis a vis the impending crisis. Public opinion ranged from 

rabid ‘Yire-eaters” on both sides of the debate to those with little interest except “to make 

a buck.” Most citizens fell somewhere in between. Franklin Buck probably articulated 

the bravado felt by many Californians, who despite strong emotional ties to the Atlantic 

states, believed California had a distinct destiny. Writing to his sister in Maine, he 

complained, ‘They will work this slavery excitement up to a civil war by and by. We 

don’t care a straw whether you dissolve the Union or not. We wish that the Republicans

xAlta  1 January 1861.
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and Democrats in the Capital would get into a fight and kill each other all off like the 

Kilkenny cats. Perhaps that would settle the hash.”2

Henry Hamilton, Democratic editor of the Los Angeles Star, reflected on the 

election of Abraham Lincoln and the possibility of secession. ‘T hat such a sentiment 

[secession] should be entertained by any portion of the people of the United States . . .  is 

a matter not alone of astonishment but of absolute regret and dismay, to all who have 

heretofore considered this Republic as the exemplar of man’s fitness for self- 

government,” he lamented.3 He considered any disruption of the Union as “a subject too 

painful to contemplate” but urged deep and careful study by Californians if an emergency 

arose that caused disunion.”4

The idea of a Pacific Republic advocated by Lansford Hastings in 1843 had never 

completely died. The notion resurfaced during the 1849 Constitutional Convention and 

the Vigilance Committee of 1856. The proposal called for an autonomous West Coast 

nation anchored by California and various other Far West territories. One scheme joined 

California, Nevada, and Oregon, (which included Washington Territory) while other 

proposals added Arizona (part of the New Mexico Territory) or Utah to the group. Both 

sides in the slavery debate used the Pacific Republic issue to further their agendas.5

Some anti-slavery disciples preferred an independent California to a slave state. 

“We left the slaves states because we did not like to bring up one’s family in a miserable,

2Buck, “Yankee Trader,” 22 January 1860,182-3.
3Star 15 December 1860.
4Ibid.
5Imogene Spaulding, “The Attitude of California to the Civil War,” Annual Publication o f  the 

H istorical Society o f  Southern California 9(1912): 109-10. Editor Hamilton claimed that “nowhere have 
we heard it [Pacific Republic] discountenanced or disapproved of.” Star 12 December 1860.
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can’t-help-one’s-self condition,” wrote the editor of The Californian in 1848.6 Pro

slavery advocates threatened independence when the convention delegates voted to ban 

slavery in the state constitution, and when tensions rose in 1860, the scheme surfaced 

again with new frequency and increased volume.7

Proponents of independence reasoned that since California had no responsibility 

for the national crisis, its citizens should not be dragged into it. Franklin Buck lectured 

his sister in Maine that “whenever you . . .  divide North and South on your side of the 

mountains, we shall secede with the Rocky Mountains for a line and form an Empire on 

the Pacific, with Washington Territory, Oregon and California and we shall annex all of 

this side of Mexico. We should have a fine country. “8

The idea of a Pacific Republic had powerful supporters. Lame duck governor 

(and former senator) John B. Weller, in his last message to the legislature in January 

1860, maintained that California “will not go with the North or the South, but here on the 

shores of the Pacific found a mighty republic, which may in the end prove the greatest of 

all.”9 The Alta editors claimed that the state’s entire congressional delegation, pro

southern and politically crippled, promoted California neutrality or independence if war 

broke out, since they had “nothing to lose and eveiything to gain by a new shuffle of the 

political cards.”10

6 The Californian (Monterey) 4  November 1848 as quoted in Beasley, “Slavery,” 37. The 
Californian later merged with the California Star to form the Alta California, later known as the Daily Alta 
California.

7Spaulding, ’’Attitude,” 108.
8Ibid.; Buck, “Yankee Trader,” 22 January 1860, 182-3.
9Spaulding, “Attitude,” 109; Kibby, “Governors,” 313.
10Alta 2 February 1861.

54

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Senator Gwin declared his support for the Union but also affirmed that the 

southern states could secede violently, if necessary. He certainly figured to play a 

prominent role in an independent California government. The state’s junior senator, 

Milton Latham, also vocalized that the Golden State possessed the right to proclaim 

independence if the Union dissolved. Congressman Charles Scott wrote in a letter that he 

would also support California secession and independence. “I warmly sympathize with 

the South,” he wrote, and he encouraged his constituents to establish “a separate 

republic.”11 His congressional colleague, John C. Burch, a self-proclaimed Unionist, 

suggested that the “people of California, Oregon, New Mexico, Washington, and Utah 

[should] seek refuge [by] establishing a prosperous, happy, peaceful republic on the 

Pacific slope.”12

At the 1860 state Democratic convention, support for a Pacific Republic entered 

into the official record when a Chiv delegate introduced a startling resolution. B. F. 

Maulden of Sacramento stated that if efforts to save the Union failed, the people of 

California “are prepared to maintain the independence of California.”13 This created a 

huge uproar, and those assembled stated that “bridges should not be crossed [until 

necessary]” and voted unanimously to defeat the resolution.14

California secession enjoyed its strongest support in the “cow counties” of 

southern California and among a few widely circulated newspapers. The Sonora 

[California] Democrat editors advocated the scheme “if unfortunately the Confederacy

USpaulding, “Attitude,” 109-10. Congressman Scott later joined the Confederate army. Chandler, 
“Velvet G love,” 36.

12Spaulding, “Attitude,” 109-10.
13Moody, “Politics,” 52.
14Ibid„ 53.
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should be disrupted.”15 The editors articulated the sentiment in the state for neutrality and 

believed “it to be the true policy of California in such an event to cut loose from the 

sections, and not involve herself in the general ruin.”16

After the 1860 presidential election, Hamilton of the Star called the question of a 

Pacific Republic “a very serious consideration.”17 He claimed that one could not find a 

“corporal’s guard in all these southern counties, who would go with the North, in any 

event whatsoever.”18 He reminded readers that the majority of the population emigrated 

from the South and sympathized with it. He referred to southerners as “our friends” and 

asked, “Why, then, should we turn our backs [on them] and join their enemies to invade, 

impoverish, and despoil them?”19

Southern Californians had voted repeatedly and unsuccessfully to disconnect from 

the state government, so support for inclusion in an independent republic came as no 

surprise. The Star editor, however, recognized that the region lacked the size and means 

to support autonomy. He envisioned territorial status for the Southland either as part of a 

Pacific Republic or a Southern Republic.20

Staunch unionists also suggested a Pacific Republic as an option if the South 

seceded. They believed that the election of a Republican president would stop the 

sectional controversy and hoped that the South remained loyal. If, however, the slave 

section acted on its threat and secession occurred, California had the same right to secede

l5Sonora Dem ocrat as quoted in the Alta 8 January 1861.
16Ibid. On 2 February 1861, the Alta  editors stated that the “misguided” paper, Sonora D em ocrat, 

had recently been forced to modify its position.
175rar 5 January 1861.
18Ibid.
19Ibid.
20Ibid.
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and form a West Coast Republic. Even the pro-Union Sacramento Union agreed, at least 

in theory.21

The Alta editors, adamantly opposed to any scheme to separate the state, stressed 

the fact that California needed the federal government more than Washington needed 

California. In fact, the Pacific outpost constituted a huge drain on the federal treasury. 

The government expended millions of dollars in support of the Golden State that, as an 

independent, the state could never match. Its mines produced gold bullion sent to the 

East not as a gift but as payment for goods and services. California traded exclusively 

with the North, and the South produced nothing the state needed. The Pacific Coast 

should consider independence only as a means of self-preservation if the nation 

completely disintegrated and anarchy reigned. The editors of the Alta, however, 

dismissed this scenario as impossible and improbable. “It is the interest, as well as the 

duty, of California to remain loyal to the Union,” and they called the notion of a Pacific 

Republic “absurd.”22

The Alta editors investigated a new scheme gaining prominence that suggested a 

union of the border slave states and the central and western states into a Great Central 

Confederacy. This new arrangement, they reported, would not include “the Cotton States 

in the South, the New England States, a portion of the State of New York, and the 

Northwestern States in the North” that the editors characterized as “diseased 

extremities.”23 This new Confederacy would contain most of the wealth, intelligence, and

21 Alta 11 January 1861; Moody, “Politics,” 101. During the “Secession Winter” the Sacramento 
Union, hereafter referred to as the Union, denied that California would ever follow  the path o f South 
Carolina. Moody, “Politics,” 98.

22Ibid.; Alta 11 January 1861; 4  February 1861; 2 February 1861.

^Ibid., 12 January 1861.
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population of the Union, retain control of the territories, and the army and navy. As a 

result, it offered the best chance to avoid war, because the editors suggested that it might 

“restrain the Cotton Confederacy and force the extreme Northern States to act with 

moderation.”24

Support for California independence, a Central Confederacy, or secession came 

easily when the notions had absolutely no chance of becoming a reality. When secession 

loomed, the idea of a Pacific Republic never really enjoyed widespread public support or 

practical application. Fifteen Democratic newspapers, however, no doubt eager for a 

solution to the crisis, supported the idea during the “Secession Winter” of 1861, while 

they continually reported on and speculated about the progress of compromise measures 

(some real and some only rumors.) Any threat posed by the Pacific Republic movement 

stemmed from the complaisancy and inactivity of the loyal population. Its notoriety and 

publicity resulted mostly from the prominence and influence of its proponents, not their 

number. Like most fervent minorities, supporters employed symbolic gestures and 

extreme tactics to gain influence.25

Some defiantly raised the Pacific Republic, Palmetto, or Bear Flags in San 

Francisco, Los Angeles, Sonora, Stockton, and San Bernardino, but generally citizens 

hauled them down or ignored them. The Alta editors characterized the Pacific Republic 

disciples as repudiated leaders or unknowns with no influence and quipped that “any fool 

can buy a flag and burn powder.”26 Rumors spread that supporters planned to seize

24Ibid.
25Moody, “Politics,” 101; Spaulding, “Attitude,” 111.
26Alta 18 January 1861. Congressman Burch, safely off in Washington suggested that 

Californians “raise aloft the flag o f the ‘bear’ surrounded with the hydra-pointed cactus o f the western 
wilds.” Unionists quickly dismissed him. The “bear flag” referred back to the ill-fated Bear Flag Revolt
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military installations and confiscate federal property in the state, then invade Sonora, 

Mexico, and join it to an independent republic. If such a plot existed, it failed, and critics 

pointed out the obvious: that the state lacked the resources to maintain independence, and 

the other territories that might join California offered even less.27

After Fort Sumter, 12 April 1861, only the Star’s Hamilton revived the call for a 

Pacific Republic. “Shall we, too, strike for independence -  or, like whipped spaniels, 

crawl at the feet of either a Southern or Northern Confederacy?” he demanded in anger 

and frustration.28 His answer came from the editors of the Bulletin who warned that any 

attempt to establish a Pacific Republic would quickly be suppressed by overwhelming 

opposition.29

The citizenry, especially in northern California, had turned its back on its pro

southern political past in the election of 1860. Three avowed secessionists, however, still 

represented the state in Congress. Consequently, a large segment of Californians 

adamantly desired to show unwavering support for the federal government. Union 

meetings became a frequent occurrence in the northern cities. Advertisements for these 

meetings and subsequent public rallies encouraged citizens “irrespective of party” and 

“favorable to the preservation of the Union” to attend.30

One of the first and largest demonstrations occurred on Washington’s Birthday,

22 February 1861. Fourteen thousand San Franciscans called for an undivided Union and

that attempted to establish an independent California before the Gold Rush. Robert L. Chandler, 
“Democratic Turmoil: California During the Civil War,” Dogtown Territorial Quarterly 31 (Fall 1997): 34.

21 Bulletin as quoted in Moody, “Politics,” 99; Spaulding, “Attitude,” 111.
28WiIliam B. Rice, The Los Angeles Star 1851-1864: The Beginnings o f  Journalism in Southern 

California (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1947), 226.
29Bulletin as quoted in Moody, “Politics,” 127;
30Chandler, “Turmoil,” 34-35; Alta 13 January 1861; 30 January 1861.
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repudiated the notion of a Pacific Republic. This and other popular gatherings refuted 

what the Alta editors called “the slanders” spoken by California’s representatives in 

Washington “that our people are in favor of disunion.”31 They believed that because 

California’s residents rejected the secessionist congressional delegation, that decision 

“will be hailed as much on the Atlantic side with almost as much delight as upon the 

Pacific.”32

Even though the notion of a Pacific Republic never really represented a viable 

option for the state, Californians still wrestled with their response during the “Secession 

Winter.” Its population came from all parts of the United States and proudly boasted that 

the Golden State represented the last place where North, South, East, and West lived 

harmoniously. The Herald editors articulated the prevailing hope that permeated much 

of the state, even after hostilities began: that the state could remain neutral and perhaps 

offer a refuge from the conflict.33

The Alta’s correspondent in S t Louis reported that California and Oregon’s 

rejection of a Pacific Republic garnered attention and increased respect for the West 

Coast states. It seemed reasonable to think that the state, as a neutral, might have a 

unique role in the impending crisis—as a mediator between the sections. The Alta editors 

believed that Californians favored “the Union first, last, and all the time; they are for 

compromise and mutual concession; restoration of peace and harmony, and . . .  are

31 Alta 13 January 1861.
32Ibid.; Bancroft 7:277-8. The Alta  editors admitted that “in former years it is possible that the 

people may have been apathetic in Senatorial contests; but a different state o f things exists at this time.” 
Alta 18 January 1861; 30 January 1861.

33Herald  as quoted in Moody, “Politics,” 127; Franklin Buck wrote that history “will record the 
fact that the election o f a Republican President broke up this glorious Confederacy. I wash my hands of it. 
Let what will come, I am innocent.. . .  Y ou’d better scrape together what you can and all come out here. It 
won’truffle us.” Buck, “Yankee Trader,” 20 January 1861, 187; Alta 4  February 1861.
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prepared to act as mediator between the contending sections, whenever the opportunity 

may present itself.”34 Because the state had no identification with the issues dividing the 

nation, and because it dispensed gold currency to all of her sister states, California 

seemed poised to command a position of respect and conciliation and perhaps, as the 

editors mused, “She may be destined to play a conspicuous part.”35

Intense public interest focused on such measures as the Select Committee of 

Thirty-Three of the House of Representatives formed to mediate the secession crisis. The 

Washington correspondent for the Alta held out little hope for the success of this group.

In his opinion, the constitution of the committee, choice of members, and the nature of 

the evils facing the nation doomed any chance of success.36

Californians also followed with deep concern the progress of the Crittenden 

Compromise, introduced by John J. Crittenden of Kentucky, and intended to diffuse the 

crisis. The major proposals included allowing slavery in all territories below the 36°30” 

Missouri Compromise line, strengthening the Fugitive Slave Law, maintaining slavery in 

Washington D. C. as long as Virginia and Maryland remained slave states, and forbidding 

Congress from abolishing slavery. Several members of the California Legislature 

introduced resolutions in support of this compromise and offered California’s help and 

support to President Buchanan to enforce federal law. These measures passed with

34Moody, “Politics,” 106-7 \A lta  18 January 1861; 30 January 1861.

35Ibid.; Alta  13 January 1861; 4  February 1861.

36Ibid., 1 January 1861.
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various levels of support as hope for a solution continued throughout the months of the 

“Secession Winter.”37

During this time, the California Legislature appeared to exist in a parallel 

universe, and it focused on petty squabbles and political wrangling. Three significant 

issues faced the lawmakers in the early months of 1861: the election of the Speaker of the 

Assembly, the election of a United States Senator to succeed William M. Gwin, and the 

passage of a loyalty resolution. The response of Sacramento clearly illustrated the state’s 

political turnabout, the divide between the “new” political order initiated by the election 

of 1860, and the lame duck “old” political order dominated by the Chiv. Support in the 

legislature for each issue fell along party lines -  contention between Douglas and 

Breckinridge Democrats with the Republicans holding the trump card.38

The legislature began the year embroiled in a fractious controversy over the 

election of the Speaker of the Assembly. Clearly, the public viewed this contest as ill 

timed and unpatriotic. One citizen complained, “Let them [legislators] be admonished to 

cease this petty, miserable, disgusting squabble of the election of the Speaker, and haste 

to the rescue of their imperiled country.”39 Newspapers railed against the wasted energy 

and wasted time. The Alta editors believed that “it is high time that the contest for the

37Ibid., 11 February 1861; Moody, “Politics,” 90, 92. Franklin Buck viewed the crisis very 
simply, and warned against coercion. “If you attempt to coerce the seceding states you will have all the 
slave states united, and how a war would affect you! After you in the North have lost some blood, and 
been ruined in business, perhaps you will let the poor down trodden African hoe cotton in peace. ” He was 
clearly NOT an abolitionist. Buck, “Yankee Trader,” 20 January 1861,187. The measure to support the 
Crittenden Compromise was introduced on 13 February 1861, debated, and finally adopted on 27 February 
1861 by a vote o f  2 1 - 6  in the Senate. Journal o f  the Senate 1861 , 150-1,194-6.

38Alta  12 January 1861; 10 January 1861.
39Ibid., 13 January 1861.
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Speakership. . .  were brought to a close.”40 The old ways persisted, however, and the 

assemblymen repeated the same meaningless political and personal bickering that had 

occurred in 1857 and 1859 41

As the dispute over the speaker finally concluded in mid January, another political 

quagmire dragged on. Senator William Gwin, politically wounded, universally reviled, 

and a lame duck, had nothing else to offer his adopted state. His constituents blamed him 

for the constant defeat of the Pacific Railroad bill, failure to obtain an Overland Mail 

service along the central route, and greeted him with banners that read “Senatorial 

Executioner” and “Overland Mail Killer.” His term expired on 4 March 1861. The 

choice of his successor commanded intense concern. Senatorial hopefuls jockeyed for 

political positions. National politics influenced nearly every discussion or resolution in 

each legislative house, and this resulted in a protracted struggle between the divided 

Democrats and Republicans over California’s next senator.42

Democrats could not agree on a nominee, and that forced political caucuses to end 

in chaos. Legislators offered and withdrew support for candidates with dizzying speed.

In this highly charged atmosphere, two legislators engaged in a violent fistfight, and the 

sergeant-at-arms had to intervene. Unionists criticized the legislators for wasting time in 

“petty squabbles” and putting the political careers of senatorial hopefuls above any

^Ibid., 12 January 1861; 13 January 1861.

41Ibid., 12 January 1861.
42Moody, “Politics,” 78, 113-4; Alta  17 January 1861. Moody believed that Gwin did not deserve 

the blame for the failure o f the railroad bill. Moody, “Politics,” 78. The Pacific Railroad bill passed the 
House of Representatives on 20 December 1860. When word reached the West Coast, opinion prevailed 
that it would easily pass the Senate. The Washington correspondent for the Alta, however, wrote that 
neither Senator Gwin nor Senator Joseph Lane, pro-southern senator from Oregon, “lifted a finger” to aid 
its passage and “they had too much to do in their accepted vocation o f  destroying the Union.” Alta  15 
January 1861. On 18 March, the Alta reported that the Pacific Railroad bill lost in the Senate, and the 
editors proclaimed, “For this we were prepared.” Alta  18 March 1861.
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concern for the integrity of the office of senator and the reputation of the state. Member 

Charles Crocker demanded to know if this was Tammany Hall or the California 

Legislature. Unfortunately for the Golden State, it was politics as usual43

Finally, on 23 March, after twenty-two ballots, the legislature elected “a solid 

Union man,” James McDougall. His election, however, did not end the disputes. 

Shouting, acrimony, and screaming persisted. Breckinridge Democrats, led by an 

outspoken secessionist, notorious duelist, and future Confederate Dan Showalter, in the 

Assembly, and Senator J. Watson in the Senate, demanded a recount. The chair ignored 

the request, but an eventual recount exposed two invalid votes. After three months, 

countless debates, and twenty-two ballots, James McDougall had really not won. 

Confusion continued. The governor certified the election before the recount revealed the 

error, but McDougall refused to accept the Senate seat under clouded circumstances. On 

2 April, the legislature voted again and finally, and officially, elected James McDougall 

California’s seventh United States Senator.44

The most damning criticism of the politically motivated legislature involved the 

passage of a resolution in support of the Union. The public and the press questioned why 

the lawmakers had not passed such a resolution and transmitted the sentiments of the 

citizens to the federal government. One citizen wrote that the people of California “have 

been looking forward with impatience for the convening of their Legislators, in order 

that an expression of [their] loyalty might go forth to the people of the country at-large.”45

43Ibid., 18 January 1861; 17 February 1861; 3 April 1861; 21 March 1861; Moody, “Politics,”
114-9.

44Ibid., 120; Journal o f  the Senate 1861, 277-9, 283-91, 297, 319, 339, 351, 363-4,405-7, 517-9.
45Alta 18 January 1861; 17 February 1861. Senator Charles DeLong offered a resolution 

“expressive of the sentiments of the people o f California, upon the unhappy events which are occurring
64
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By the middle of February, only eleven state senators had addressed the issue, pro 

or con, and even fewer in the Assembly. Skeptics charged that even the resolutions 

passed in support of the Crittenden Compromise were political not patriotic acts and 

designed to enhance individual legislative careers. The Alta mirrored the frustrations of 

the people when the editors criticized the timing of the resolutions. The legislature 

belatedly passed them, but because of the distance to Washington, the California 

resolutions would never reach the Capitol in time to influence any decisions. The Alta 

editors pointedly called the intrigues of California’s politicians “ludicrous” and blamed 

them for the “stupid silence” of the state during this national emergency.46

The same editors repeatedly stated that only one issue mattered as the “Secession 

Winter” continued: union or disunion. This became the litmus test for all resolutions, 

meetings, political candidates, organizations, and state legislative actions. The editors 

continually lectured state lawmakers to remember that they represented the interests of 

California not the state or region of their birth. But that was easier said than done. 

Loyalty to state or region remained a strong force in Golden State politics 47

When word of the attack on Fort Sumter reached the Pacific Coast on 24 April, 

“there was a quick taking of sides, and a keen and feverish anxiety as to which would 

prove the stronger and hold the power, although there was evidence enough of a strong 

undertone of feeling of a different sort,” wrote the Rev. Samuel Willey of San

within these United States.” Several other senators introduced resolutions “Relative to the State o f  the 
Union,” which were referred to committees and postponed from January to their passage on 17 May 1861 
by a margin o f 24-5. Journal o f  the Senate 1861, 27, 74-5, 120, 126, 133, 135, 139, 142, 146, 155, 158-9, 
160,840-1.

46Ibid., 6 February 1861.

47Ibid., 4  February 1861.
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Francisco.48 The expressions of loyalty began in the churches where the national flag 

waved, and huge enthusiastic crowds gathered. It soon became apparent that the 

overwhelming majority of citizens favored the Union.49

Even Franklin Buck, who in 1860 had not cared if the Union broke up, advocated 

a Pacific Republic, scorned the coercion of the seceding states, blamed Lincoln’s election 

for the crisis, maintained his (and California’s) innocence, and urged his family to 

emigrate to California to avoid war, became a strong Unionist. On 2 June 1861, Franklin 

Buck wrote to his sister and described a rousing Union meeting called “without 

distinction of party” in Weaverville.50 He proclaimed, “You may set us down as loyal to 

the Union [and] no matter whether this rebellion was caused by Northern Abolitionists or 

Southern Fire-Eaters, we won’t discuss the matter but put it down with any sacrifice.”51

The Alta surveyed state newspapers on 28 April and noted that most journals, in 

general Douglas Democratic, Republican, and independent sheets, declared ’’warmly for 

the unconditional adherence to the federal Union.”52 These included the Marysville 

Appeal and Democrat, Contra Costa Gazette, the Alameda Herald, San Jose Mercury, 

Stockton Argus, and the Call, Times, Bulletin, and Alta in San Francisco. Most declared 

their strong loyalty in the first issue after war news arrived. The Alta editors examined 

pro-Breckinridge papers “in vain for any expression of Union.”53 The San Francisco

48W illey, “Thirty Years,” 52. Buck wrote that the Reverend Thomas Starr King gave a 
spellbinding two hour oration at their “church” (a new theatre really because the church proved too small 
for the crowd.) “Even the men from Texas and Virginia admired him although he lashed the Secessionists 
without mercy.” Buck, “Yankee Trader,” 2 June 1861, 187.

49W illey, “Thirty Years,” 52.
50Buck, “Yankee Trader,” 2 June 1861, 187-8.

51Ibid.
52Alta 28 April 1861.
53Ibid.

66

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Herald represented the lone Breckinridge exception. The editors immediately 

proclaimed, “It is our policy to preserve the present attitude of California, as a loyal, 

Union-loving State.”54

Despite the initial and sincere pro-Union sentiment of some of the press, several 

major newspapers pleaded for neutrality when war commenced. Editors certainly 

recognized that a huge percentage of their fellow citizens came from the South, and their 

sympathies remained mixed. Perhaps they believed that this demanded some sensitivity 

on the part of the press. The use of force against the South troubled many Californians 

even before South Carolina’s secession. Now with war a reality, the state’s isolation 

might entitle it to more time to make a decision about coercion. Perhaps, as Dr. Willey 

suggested, questions arose over which side would hold the power. Whatever the reason, 

some newspapers continued to oppose coercion for a few weeks. Support for the 

administration gained momentum, but there seemed genuine relief that no armed conflict 

had occurred, and the Lincoln administration had merely acted defensively. On 17 May 

1861, the legislature declared California’s loyalty to the Union and finally, the young 

state made its choice. The majority of its citizens pledged their allegiance, resources, and 

talents to the preservation of the United States . . .  but not all of them.55

“The year 1861 dawned dark and foreboding,” wrote Harris Newmark, prominent 

merchant of Los Angeles.56 The secession of South Carolina caused apprehension and 

concern about the future in the Southland. “Threats and counter-threats clearly indicated

54lbid.
55Buck, “Yankee Trader,” 20 January 1861, 187; W illey, “Thirty Years,” 32; Moody, “Politics,” 

127; Alta 13 May 1861. The Alta editors wrote that “if the people on the other side have gone crazy, it is 
not incumbent upon us to imitate their exam ple.” 11 April 1861; Kibby, “Governors,” 314; Journal o f  the 
Senate 1861, 840-1.

56Newmark, “Reminiscences, 289.
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the disturbed state of the public mind,“ he wrote, “ [and] the certainty of further trouble, 

particularly with the coming inauguration of Lincoln, was everywhere felt.”37

The American residents professed allegiance to the Union, regretted the thought 

of its disruption, and encouraged the two sides to negotiate in good faith. They 

calculated the effect of war on their trade and in January 1861, Angelenos held out hope 

for a compromise. Prospects seemed encouraging, but Judge Benjamin Hayes, prominent 

Los Angeles jurist and Unionist, probably articulated the private doubts of many when he 

questioned, “Can there be a compromise now?”58

The citizens of the Southland viewed the secession crisis differently than their 

northern brethren. As the partisan Star editorialized, “Our population are [sic] of the 

South and sympathize with her.”59 They believed that the free states had continually 

trampled on southern rights, attacked its institutions, and violated the constitutional 

contract that created the nation. ‘T hat the South has a right to complain of the want of 

good faith on the part of Northern politicians in observance of the requirements of the 

Constitution is evident to all familiar with the war carried on against the domestic 

institutions of the South,” lamented the Star’s Hamilton. Since the North rejected the 

constitutional rights of the South, its only recourse against such tyranny was secession.60

Judge Benjamin Hayes, Maryland born and bred, typified the average southern 

California Unionist. He blamed the North for the crisis, viewed the South as the 

wounded party, speculated about the future, and unhappily expected a fratricidal war. He

57Ibid.
b e n ja m in  Hayes, “Pioneer Notes from the Diaries o f Judge Benjamin Hayes, 1849-1875,” 

California As /  Saw It: First-Person Narratives o f  California’s Early Years, 1849-1900, American 
Memory, Library o f Congress (online), 250-1.

59Star 5 January 1861; 11 February 1860.

^Ibid., 11 February 1860; 16 February 1861.
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acknowledged the deep sectional divisions in the state, and recognized the fragile calm 

that existed at the moment. He chastised the Republicans in Congress for rejecting 

compromise, and the state Republican press for circulating rumor and fomenting disunion 

that might ignite into a state conflagration. He supported a restructured Constitution that 

would preserve the “rights” of all sections.61

The question of California’s position in the conflict aroused much speculation in 

his section of the state. Hayes noted the calls for separation, independence, and 

neutrality. ‘They deceive themselves who suppose that California could stand aloof from 

the contest,” he wrote.62 Since California shared the same sectional divisions as the rest 

of the nation, Hayes doubted its effectiveness as a mediator. In the event of war, he 

expected the predominance of southern partisanship, mused about a partnership with 

other Pacific territories, predicted a new prosperity for the state, and revealed his natural 

California optimism and conceit. On 11 February 1861, he wrote to a colleague that 

“come what may, if Californians shall succeed in maintaining moderation and order, and 

so I believe. . .  I will invite you to make your home beneath our bright skies.”63

In 1861, fewer than twelve thousand souls populated the land area south of the 

Tehachapi range that separated the Southland’s San Fernando Valley from the great 

central valley known as the San Joaquin. Los Angeles boasted two thousands persons, 

and barely two tiny towns, San Gabriel and El Monte, existed between it and San 

Bernardino. In the San Bernardino Mountains, two marginally significant mining 

ventures, located in the Bear and Holcomb Valleys, operated, although neither proved

6IHayes, “Diary,” 250-4.
62Ibid., 251.

^Ibid., 253-5.
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especially productive or profitable. They did, however, attract large numbers of miners, 

reminiscent of the raucous Forty-niners, and added a rowdy element to the already 

disparate southern California populace.64

As Union sentiment solidified in the northern counties, the sentiment in the “cow 

counties” of the Southland worried federal military authorities in San Francisco and 

Washington. The area had opposed statehood in the 1849 Constitutional Convention and 

continually lobbied for separation during the 1850s. The region voted overwhelmingly 

for the Breckenridge-Lane presidential ticket in 1860, and Lincoln received fewer than 

two hundred votes. The questionable loyalty of three distinct and dissatisfied 

communities, the American southern emigres, the Spanish-Mexican Californios, and the 

relatively new religious sect, the Mormons, caused deep concern throughout the entire 

war and necessitated the introduction of stringent measures to prevent secessionist 

activities. General Edwin V. Sumner, Commanding General of the Army of the Pacific, 

wrote to Washington in June 1861, “I believe there is a large majority of Union men in 

the State, but they are supine with confidence, while there is an active and zealous party 

of secessionists who will make all the mischief they can.”65

The majority of Californios lived in the southern counties. The wealthy few that 

remained had endured the costly and exhaustive land title process and paid 

disproportionately high taxes. Most native Californians occupied the lowest rung of the 

social ladder and remained more Spanish than American. American laws and institutions

^Percival J. Cooney, “Southern California in the Civil War Days,” Annual Publications o f  the 
Historical Society o f  Southern California 13 (1924): 54.

65Spaulding, “Attitude,” 105, 107; Ronald W oolsey, “Disunion or Dissent? A New Look at an Old 
Problem in Southern California Attitudes Toward the Civil War,” H istorical Society o f  Southern California 
Quarterly 66 no. 3 (1984): 187.
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meant little as they struggled just to survive. Few cared whether Mexico City.

Washington D.C., or Richmond governed them. Only local authority affected their 

lives.66

In the 1850s, Mormons from Utah migrated to southern California. The sect 

purchased an old Mexican grant, Rancho San Bernardino, and established the town of the 

same name. A direct road between Salt Lake City and San Bernardino represented one of 

the few links that the Mormons had with the outside world. A lively trade developed 

between the two regions. Throughout the decade, they practiced their version of “mind 

your own business” when it came to the rest of the world. By the beginning of the war, 

Mormons constituted about two-thirds of the population in San Bernardino, and most had 

little love for the federal government.67

^Spaulding, “Attitude,” 105.
67Harris Newmark described the 1853 Mormon settlement o f San Bernardino as the “Mormon 

stockade camp.” Newmark, “Reminiscences,” 275-76; Hayes, “Diary,” 76, 132. The rest o f the population 
consisted of outlaws, perhaps remnants o f  the Gold Rush era, and English Jews, who controlled the
business o f the area. These two communities had no love for federal authority, either. Spaulding, 
’’Attitude.” 117. Moody claimed that some “respectable Americans” did live in San Bernardino. Moody, 
“Politics,” 139. Founded in New York in 1830 by John Smith, Mormons had clashed with local residents
in one community after another because o f their controversial beliefs. Finally, in 1847, the sect settled in 
the isolated Valley o f  the Great Salt Lake where they prospered. They applied for admission to the Union 
as the Territory o f Deseret but became the Territory o f Utah instead. With prosperity, came outsiders and 
fortune-seekers that ended their isolation and ridiculed their way o f life. Mormons collided with these
intruders and with the federal government over their practice o f polygamy. Congress denied statehood, and 
the “saints,” as they called themselves, became more and more isolated from their fellow Americans. 
Brigham Young, their leader, declared martial law and prohibited the army from entering Utah. President 
Buchanan sent United States troops to reestablish federal law and order in the territory. During the winter 
o f  1857 and 1858, the Mormons waged a guerrilla war against the army, called the “Utah” or “Mormon 
War.” Although hostilities ended in April 1858, alienation and bitterness toward the federal government 
remained. Brigham Young, “The Mormon War -  The Proclamation of Brigham Young,” National Era 26  
November 1857, APS (online), 190-1; “Progress o f the Mormon War,” National Era 24 December 1857, 
APS (online), 205; “The Utah Question,” National Era 1 July 1858, APS (online), 102; James B. Allen, 
“The Church o f Jesus Christ o f the Latter Day Saints,” Utah H istory Encyclopedia online; David A. Shaw, 
“Eldorado; or, California as Seen by a Pioneer, 1850-1900,” California As I Saw it: First-Person  
Narratives o f  California’s Early Years, 1849-1900,“ American Memory, Library o f  Congress (online), 83, 
85. Ironically, the general assigned to quell the Mormons (and highly lauded for his performance) was 
Albert Sidney Johnston, later commander of the Department o f the Pacific during the “Secession Winter”
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When word of the firing on Fort Sumter reached the Southland on 25 April 1861, 

the reality caused sectional anger to surface among these groups. The pro-secessionist 

zeal among the population came as no surprise to state and federal authorities. Reports 

and rumors indicated that conditions in southern California required immediate attention. 

Unionists in Santa Barbara reported that the native California population would join the 

secessionist movement “to the man.”68 San Luis Obispo had a vocal pro-Confederate 

population. Secessionist fervor sprung up in Visalia where citizens routinely cheered 

Jefferson Davis and booed the Stars and Stripes.69

Letters streamed between San Francisco and Washington D.C. Brigadier- 

General Edwin V. Sumner wrote to the Adjutant-General in Washington, on 28 April 

1861 that:

I have no doubt that there is some deep scheming to draw California into the 
secessionist movement. The troops now here will hold their position on all 
government property, but if there should be a general uprising of the people it 
would be impossible to put it down.70

It seemed extraordinary that the Commanding General would admit that perhaps

the military could not quell any secessionist insurrections. Los Angeles became an

immediate target and to forestall any disturbances in the City of the Angeles, General

Sumner sent the following dispatch to Washington:

Sir: I have the honor to report that I have found it necessary to withdraw the 
troops from Fort Mojave and place them at Los Angeles. There is more danger of 
disaffection at this place than any other in the State. There are a number of 
influential men there who are decided secessionists, and if we should have any 
difficulty it will commence there. Fort Mojave is represented as an entirely

and Confederate commander at Shiloh. “The Close o f the Utah War,” H arper’s Weekly 27 July 1858, 
HarpW eek (online), 466.

^Cooney, “Civil War Days,” 55.

69Ibid„ 56; Spaulding, “Attitude,” 116-7.

70Cooney, “Civil War Days,” 55-6.
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useless post, there are no hostile Indians near it, and there is no traveling whatever 
on the road it was intended to protect.71

Unionists claimed that prominent citizens in Los Angeles encouraged secessionist 

hostilities, while many left to join their brother Confederates in the East. An elaborate 

Union spy network developed, and troops converged on the area. Military authorities 

established Drum Barracks, near Wilmington and south of the city, where they 

imprisoned well-known Confederate sympathizers and kept others under surveillance. 

Harris Newmark observed that Angelenos waged a war of words and “abused one 

another roundly” but broke few bones or shed little blood.72

Without question, authorities regarded El Monte and San Bernardino as the most 

disloyal communities in the Southland. El Monte held several pro-southern torchlight 

parades. The Bear Flag, a symbol of states’ rights, flew over the streets of El Monte on 4 

May 1861, and a company of Confederate sympathizers, the “Monte Mounted Rifles,” 

drilled there. Sympathizers held secret meetings and cursed the American flag. A Union 

officer described a near riot after the gubernatorial election in September 1861, when 

three hundred people shouted, ’’Hurrah for Jefferson Davis” and “Hurrah for the Southern 

Confederacy.”73 The secessionists in San Bernardino raised a pro-southern cavalry band, 

but it evaporated with a strong show of Union force.74

71Department o f War, Correspondence Between the War Departm ent and the Division 
Commander o f  the Pacific, and the Departm ent Commanders o f  the Columbia and California in Relation to 
the Subject o f  Raising and Organizing Volunteer Troops fo r  the Purpose o f  Guarding the Overland and  
Inland M ail and Emigrant Routes (Washington D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1888), 3; Spaulding, 
“Attitude,” 117.

72Newmark, “Reminiscences,” 295, 299.
13Alta 11 September 1861.
74Cooney, “Civil War Days,” 55 ,57 ; William F. King, “El Monte: An American Town in 

Southern California,” Historical Society o f  Southern California Quarterly 53 (1971): 323; Roger D. Riley
73
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Mormons comprised two thirds of the population in San Bernardino, ran county 

elections, put their own men into office, controlled law enforcement, and practiced their 

own brand of justice. Residents reported secret secessionist meetings, lawless activity, 

and the indifference of civil authorities. Fear and anxiety gripped the town. “I was 

advised to keep my gun in good order as I would be compelled to use it in less than a 

week,” wrote one prominent citizen, who lamented that “there are a great many good law 

and order men here, but they have no leader.”75

Every day the non-Union population of southern California increased when 

secessionists from the northern part of the state arrived on their way to Texas and the 

Confederacy. Feelings ran so strong that prominent Union men risked assassination 

when traveling alone in the nearby mountains. The miners at the Bear and Holcomb 

Valley diggings refused to allow the formation of Union clubs, and in the evening cheers 

for Jefferson Davis rang out. The Alta editors accused “the malcontents in the Southern 

Counties . . .  [of] raising the cry of secession [and giving] a sort of legitimacy to theft 

and robbery. The marauders of Los Angeles and adjoining counties are . . .  patriots and 

heroes. Robbery is no longer committed for the sake of gain but for the glorification of 

Jeff Davis; and horses are no longer stolen for the money . . .  but for the promotion 

o f . . .  Secession.”76 Captain Winfield Scott Hancock of the United States Sixth Infantry, 

Chief Quartermaster of the Southern District of California and future Civil War hero,

II, “California’s Military Role in the Civil War,” California Historian  41 (Fall 1994): 5; Moody, “Politics,” 
138.

75Hayes, “Diary,” 257; Spaulding, “Attitude,” 117.
76Alta  11 September 1861.
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called for a cavalry company to occupy San Bernardino. Troops remained there for the 

duration of the war, but their presence did not erase Confederate sympathy.77

As events unfolded in the fall and winter of 1860-61, the pro-Union sympathizers 

in southern California, including the few Republicans, earnestly hoped for a solution and 

preached moderation and calm. These loyalists, although in the minority, supported a 

reasonably successful newspaper, the Los Angeles News. The News expressed strong 

Union sentiment, “ ‘United we stand, divided we fall.’ The government must protect 

itself, and preserve the Union. There is no alternative.”78 Not surprisingly, however, the 

majority of citizens in the Southland had voted Democratic in the 1860 presidential 

election, and they split their votes between the Breckinridge and Douglas tickets. The 

moderate, pro-Union Democrats voted for Douglas and his “popular sovereignty” 

doctrine.79

As Americans speculated on the policies of the new Lincoln administration, 

concern shifted from compromise to war and peace. The President-elect opposed 

“popular sovereignty,” the Republicans in Congress rejected all attempts at compromise, 

and California still churned with sectional tension and talk of independence. On 11

77Spaulding, “Attitude,” 117; John Todd, “The Sunset Land: or, The Great Pacific Slope,” 
California As I  Saw It: First-Person Narratives o f  California's Early Years, 1849-1900  American Memory, 
Library o f  Congress (online), 162; Cooney, “Civil War Days,” 55, 57 ,60 ; Hayes, “Diary,” 257; Alta  11 
September 1861. From 1858 until the outbreak o f the Civil War, Captain Winfield Scott Hancock found 
himself stationed in Los Angeles as the highest-ranking regular army officer. He was a popular figure in 
southern California and his family resided with him. He had served in the Mexican War, Florida, and 
various posts in the West, but he transferred to the Army o f the Potomac in 1861. He served throughout the 
war, but his heroic actions during the Battle o f Gettysburg solidified his reputation. During the three days 
o f battle, Hancock counseled General George Meade, took command when senior officers wavered, rallied 
retreating troops, checked rebel advances, and was severely wounded. After the war, Congress honored 
him “for his gallant, meritorious, and conspicuous share in that great and decisive victory” at Gettysburg. 
He ran unsuccessfully for president against James Garfield in 1880 and died on 9 February 1886. New York 
Times 10 February 1886.

lsLos Angeles News, hereafter referred to as the News, as quoted in the Alta 3 May 1861.
79Newmark, “Reminiscences,” 305-6; Hayes, “Diary,” 262.
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February 1861, Judge Hayes described the events since the election as “that fatal turn in 

the popular mind of the North.”80

The citizens of the “cow counties” still mourned the lack of communication with 

the East, particularly when the Overland Mail service by Butterfield stage stopped after 

war commenced. Despite the central and coastal mail routes, the Pony Express to 

Sacramento, and the telegraph from San Francisco to Los Angeles, residents felt they 

lacked the necessary information about current affairs. Rumors fed on growing anxiety 

and sparse information: Washington will fall to secessionists by 4 March, the 

inauguration will never take place, several California counties have formed military 

companies in anticipation of the secession of the state, troops will arrive in Los Angeles 

soon, and “something will happen” in San Bernardino on Election Day in September.81

Southern California secessionist sympathizers continued agitation after Fort 

Sumter in April 1861. The loyalty resolution passed by the California Legislature in May 

enraged many and led to a duel in which a southern sympathizer, Assemblyman Dan 

Showalter, killed Assemblyman Charles W. Piercy, a native of Pennsylvania, who had 

switched from pro-southern to pro-Union when war began. One earlier rumor became a 

reality when a near riot erupted after the gubernatorial election in September. No one 

knew the exact strength of Confederate sympathizers in the Southland and across the 

state. The danger of an uprising, however, warranted at least three companies of federal

80Hayes, “Diary,” 253; 250-51.
81 Ibid., 251. After Fort Sumter, the Overland Mail southern route by Butterfield Stage to Los 

Angeles stopped, but it resumed by a central route in July 1861. Alta  3 July 1861.
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troops stationed at Los Angeles for the duration of the war. Statewide, loyalists remained 

vigilant and “on alert” for any treasonous activity as the war progressed.82

No matter what their sympathies, southern California citizens knew that if 

hostilities commenced, their remote location would keep them out of the main theater of 

war. Most worried about how the conflict would affect their lives and community. Judge 

Hayes noted the dire conditions in the area, especially in the cattle industry, and 

described the area’s depressed economy, scarcity of money, and great need for the basic 

necessities of life.83

The mines of Bear and Holcomb Valleys suffered from overpopulation and 

economic depression. The Los Angeles News reported that “we have seen on the streets 

several returned unlucky ones this week, [miners] who are seeking employment upon 

terms of ‘salary no object.’”84 Although a business and trade slump absorbed the 

populace, they anxiously read the newspapers for news of the war. “In this vicinity, the 

impending danger is spoken of by everybody . . .  irritating points of controversy are 

avoided (as if by general understanding). . .  and the press meets the crisis with dignity 

and ‘words of soberness,’ ” observed Judge Hayes.85

Secessionist groups, such as the Knights of the Golden Circle, remained active 

throughout the war. Reliable membership numbers never existed, but estimates ranged 

from a highly improbable one hundred thousand to only a few thousand. Despite disloyal

activities, the federal authorities adopted a general policy of leniency toward all but the

82Goldman, Henry H., “Southern Sympathy in Southern California 1860-1865,” Journal o f  the 
West 4  (October 1965): 578, 582; Cooney, “Civil War Days,” 55, 60.

83Hayes, “Diary,” 253.
mLos Angeles New  as quoted in the Alta  3 May 1861.
oc

Hayes, “Diary,” 253-54; Curiously Newmark had described the Southland’s commercial 
economy as “prosperous, especially the all-important cattle industry.” Newmark, “Reminiscences,” 289.
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most flagrant traitorous activity. Eventually, authorities released nearly everyone they 

imprisoned.86

Security preparations had begun in the state even before the presidential election 

in November 1860. A select committee of military officers had initiated efforts to 

improve and increase state forces, monitor the disaffected and disloyal, and plan for any 

emergency. Governor Downey had appointed General Henry Hal leek to command the 

state militia. The committee had spearheaded efforts to establish training schools for 

officers, recruit competent instructors, and improve the training of uniformed companies. 

The War Department required all state troops to take an oath of allegiance to the United 

States government. New recruits mustered into rapidly organized companies, battalions, 

and regiments, and police, firefighters, and other reliable citizens enrolled as reserve 

forces. “So complete was the surveillance of the committee, that no military book could 

be bought at the stores or drawn from the libraries without the person and the purpose 

being known,” recalled General Dewitt Clinton Thompson, former Major-General of 

California and Commander of the California Battalion, in 1891.87

During California’s first decade of statehood, Indians comprised the major 

concern of the United States army stationed there. By 1861, the Military Department of 

the Pacific, headquartered in San Francisco, encompassed all the states and territories 

west of the Rocky Mountains and between Canada and the Mexican border. The troop

^Early historians tended to suggest the large membership statistics. They interviewed former 
members (as old men) who perhaps inflated the figures. Some other historians exaggerated the effect that 
the Knights and other secessionists might have had on the security o f the state. Spaulding, “Attitude,” 114; 
Clarence C. Clendenen, “The Column from California,” Civil War Times Illustrated  9 (1971): 9, 21; 
Newmark, ’’Rem iniscences,” 299.

87DeWitt C. Thompson, “California in the Rebellion,” a paper prepared and delivered to the 
California Commandery o f the Military Order of the Loyal Legion o f the United States, July 1891. (San 
Francisco: Backus Printing, 1891), 4-5.
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strength consisted of about thirty-six hundred regulars, mostly dragoons, infantry, and 

artillery scattered through the West. General Albert Sidney Johnston, a southerner, took 

command of the department on 14 January 1861.88

At this time, the loyalty of California’s citizens concerned federal authorities. 

Rumors surfaced about plots to set up a Pacific Republic, attack Bay Area forts, raid 

federal arsenals, and commandeer gold shipments traveling to Washington. It seemed 

that the young state, after years of “neglect,” finally had the government’s attention. 

California had boldly forced its way into the Union in 1850, and authorities worried that 

the headstrong youngster might leave the Union in 1861. It became imperative to protect 

the state’s gold production and shipments and its long, vulnerable coastline.

Johnston’s southern sympathies troubled some Californians, but in February, the 

new commander implemented his orders to defend Fort Alcatraz “against all efforts to 

seize it” and moved to strengthen the defenses of San Francisco.89 He ordered troops to 

occupy the unfinished Fort Point at the entrance to the harbor. He garrisoned men on 

Alcatraz Island and supplied them with rations for three months. To guard against 

surprise attacks, he ordered guns mounted, ammunition stored inside, and procured ten 

thousand modern rifles from the federal arsenal at Benicia. By the end of his first month 

in San Francisco, Johnston had carried out his orders and secured the forts of the city.90

Johnston’s tenure as commander of the Department of the Pacific lasted only 

three months. The general’s southern birth and Confederate sympathies increasingly 

worried his superiors in Washington, and despite his long and honorable service to the

^Chandler, “Velvet G love,” 37.
8 9 1 U  • aIbid.
90Ibid., 37-8.

79

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



United States, doubts surfaced about his allegiance. Throughout the winter of 1860-

1861, army and navy officers resigned their commissions and joined the Confederate

military. Commanders surrendered federal military installation in the South to the rebels.

Consequently, no commander of questionable loyalty and treasonous connections could

command the vital Department of the Pacific.91

Rumors implicating Johnston in rebel plots and other treasonous activity reached

the War Department in Washington. On 22 March 1861, General Winfield Scott,

Commanding General of the United States army, clandestinely ordered General Edwin Y.

Sumner to California to relieve Johnston of command. The directive read:

Prepare to sail from New York the first of the next month to relieve Bvt. Brig. 
Gen. [A. S.] Johnston, in the command of the Pacific Department, say for a 
tour of some years. The order to sail, etc., will reach you by the next mail, but 
remain unpublished till you are on the Pacific Ocean, for confidential reasons.92

Johnston already understood his tenuous position and submitted his resignation on 

9 April 1861. He kept it a secret to uphold military morale and discourage any pro

southern revolt. In a letter written to his son on the same day, he denied any disloyalty 

and defended himself:

I am a stranger here, and have had no conversation even with any one 
who . . .  entertains such views [for a Pacific Revolution]. My escutcheon is 
without blur upon it, and never will be tarnished. I shall do my duty to the last, 
and when absolved take my course.93

On 25 April 1861, as the news of Fort Sumter reached the West Coast, General 

Edwin V. Sumner took over command. Johnston’s departure brought genuine regret

91Ibid., 37-9. H arper’s Weekly reported on several alleged secessionist plots. H arper’s Weekly, 6 
April 1861, HarpWeek (online), 215.

92Chandler, “Velvet G love,” 35-9; Department o f  War, Correspondence, 1.
93Chandler, “V elvet G love,” 39; Benjamin Franklin Gilbert, “The Mythical Johnston Conspiracy, ’ 

California H istorical Society Quarterly 28 (June 1949): 168.
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from San Franciscans. The Alta editors expressed sorrow at his resignation and added

that no braver soldier or more admirable man “ever trod the soil of our country.”94

General Sumner reported to the superiors in a letter of 28 April 1861:

I have the honor to report that I arrived here on the 24th instant, and on the 25th 
relieved General [A. S.] Johnston in the command of this department. . . .  It 
gives me pleasure to state that the command was turned over to me in good order. 
General Johnston had forwarded his resignation before I arrived, but he continued 
to hold the command, and was carrying out the orders of the Government."95

Despite General Sumner’s evaluation, the myth of Johnston’s disloyalty

developed. When several southern officers left the Pacific Coast for the Confederacy,

critics charged that Johnston had also “entertained ulterior hopes.”96 In May, when

Johnston joined the Confederate Army, journalists and the public wondered if he had

always been a traitor “at heart.”97 The 26 September 1861 issue of Harper’s Weekly, the

nation’s premier news magazine, reported on Johnston’s promotion to commander of

rebel forces on the Mississippi. In the article, editors characterized him as a “dictator” of

his Pacific command until:

the rebellion took place when he traitorously abandoned his flag. He is believed 
to have made energetic attempts to induce California and Oregon to join the 
rebels, but to have been foiled by the common sense of our Pacific brethren and 
the sagacious measures adopted by Government.98

94Alta 26 April 1861.
95Department o f War, Correspondence, 2.
^Chandler, “Velvet G love,” 39-40.
97Ibid„ 40.
98The belief in a rebel plot continued in another section of Harper's Weekly entitled, “Disunion in 

California,” which reported that “the latest intelligence from California renders probable the existence o f  a 
disunion conspiracy among southern officers o f the army there, in concert with a gang of desperate 
adventurers calling themselves, ‘Knights o f the Golden Circle.’ The loyalty o f the mass o f  the people, 
however, is said to be “proof against the machinations o f  the traitors.” H arper’s Weekly, 26 September 
1861, HarpW eek (online), 612 ad.
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Speculation grew that perhaps President Buchanan’s Secretary of War John B. 

Floyd, a southerner in a pro-southern administration, had sent Johnston to San Francisco 

to deliver the West Coast to the Confederacy as either an independent ally or a sister 

state. Johnston’s death at Shiloh in April 1862 confirmed his southern sympathies and 

seemed to validate the concerns about his motives during his time in San Francisco. The 

Sacramento Union, a paper that defended Johnston at his resignation, wrote after his 

death that the rebel Johnston “had everything ready to favor the schemes of Southern 

traitors.”99

The suspicion and distrust of the pre-war months spawned the legend of 

Johnston’s disloyalty, and it continued well into the twentieth century. In 1886, Bancroft 

described Johnston as “imbued with that devotion to state, [Kentucky] instead of general 

government, which was the political religion of the South.”100 Later, old secessionists 

and unionists both perpetuated the myth by implicating Johnston in their reminiscences, 

memoirs, and deathbed revelations. In 1912, biographer Elijah Robinson Kennedy 

claimed that his subject, Colonel Edward D. Baker, alerted authorities to Johnston’s 

treachery, foiled him and his conspirators, and thus “saved the Pacific States to the 

Union.”101

The assorted details of the general’s treacheries had several versions, but no 

evidence has ever surfaced to substantiate the charges. Historians unanimously agree that 

while he wore the uniform of the United States Army, Johnston performed his duty 

honorably. One writer, Avery C. Moore, even suggested in his work, Confederate

"Chandler, “Velvet Glove,” 39-40.

100Bancroft 7:283.

101Gilbert, “Conspiracy,” 166-8; Kennedy, ii, 78.
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California?, that General Albert Sidney Johnston saved California for the Union by 

honorably doing his duty despite Confederate sympathies.102

The question of “who saved the Pacific States to the Union” inevitably sprang up 

after the war. The swift and decisive actions of General Sumner, Johnston’s successor, 

also earned him a prominent place on that short list. During his six months’ tenure, the 

commander expanded his predecessor’s fortifications, secured government property, and 

implemented measures to check the Confederate threat, especially in the southern 

counties. By June, he felt confident that the secessionists no longer posed an immediate 

threat to California.103

In July 1861, President Lincoln authorized the use of volunteers to protect 

government property and aid in enforcing federal laws. Governor John Downey received 

a formal request from the War Department to supply five thousand troops in early 

August. This spawned the formation of the California Volunteer Organizations. The 

War Department indicated that these first volunteers would protect the Overland Mail 

routes from Carson Valley to Salt Lake and Fort Laramie. Towns all over the state

102Avery C. Moore, Confederate California? (Sonoma CA: Mother Lode Press, 1956), 29. In 
1891, D.C. Thompson, who knew the general, dismissed claims o f  Johnston’s treachery and called him “an 
officer o f  the highest honor who served long and w ell” and that “there was no truth in this report [of his 
treachery.]” Thompson, “Rebellion,” 9.

103Leo Kibby, “Some Aspects o f  California’s Military Problems During the Civil War,” C ivil War 
History 5 no. 3 (1959): 253-4; G. Thomas Edwards, “Holding the Far West for the Union: The Army in 
1861,” Civil War H istory 14 no. 4  (1968): 308-9. In another article, Leo Kibby concluded that the loyalty 
o f the war governors saved California for the Union. Kibby, “Governors,” 314-8. William Simonds, 
biographer o f Thomas Starr King, claimed that the Unitarian minister’s rhetoric and oratory saved 
California. William Day Simonds, Starr King in California  (San Francisco: P. Elder. 1917,1975), 35. Even 
the Alta editors believed they and the paper deserved credit for the strong Union allegiance in the state.
“We claim to have been, if not the first, among the first and most influential in securing the State in the 
Union.” Alta 24 July 1861. Gerald Stanley, however, argued that the Republicans saved California for the 
Union. Gerald Stanley, “Civil War Politics in California,” Southern California H istorical Quarterly 64  
(Summer 1982): 115-7, 128.
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formed volunteer companies, raised money to outfit them, and sent them off with a flag, a 

celebratory ball, and an escort of prominent citizens.104

The press and public speculated about the troops’ eventual deployment. Some 

observers believed that these volunteers would replace the regulars and safeguard the 

garrisons around the state. Others thought that they would operate in Texas or, perhaps, 

serve as a precautionary measure against domestic insurrection or foreign invasion in 

California. Most volunteers desired to see action in the eastern front, but it seemed 

unlikely that California troops would be transported to the East. After reviewing the 

facts, the Alta editors concluded that the troops would serve in California.105

By August, disloyal activity resumed, emboldened by the Confederate victory at 

Bull Run in July. The Alta editors reported that the rebels had little to brag about in the 

results because they had twice as many soldiers as the Federals. They quipped that since 

the rebels failed to follow up their victory, they may have been as panicked as the fleeing 

Union troops. In their opinion, however, the Confederate victory energized the state’s 

secessionists who changed their tactics and toned-down their rhetoric, but flooded the 

state with “insidious documents calculated to mislead the unsuspecting.”106

General Sumner’s headquarters received reports of disloyal activity in the 

Southland. The commander feared the consequences if rebel sympathizers ever joined 

with an invading Confederate army. His order to his command on 3 September 1861 

stated succinctly, “No Federal troops in the Department of the Pacific will ever surrender

104A/fa 26 August 1861; Buck, “Yankee Trader,” 29 September 1861, 189; 3 November 1861,
190; Kibby, “Military Problems,” 252-3. Downey had served since Latham resigned in January 1860, and 
his term would end in January 1862.

wsAlta 26 August 1861; Kibby, “Military Problems,” 252-3.
l06Alta 9 August 1861; 29 August 1861.
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to Rebels.”107 He assigned the volunteer regiment under the command of Colonel, later 

General, James H. Carleton, to southern California to subdue secessionist activity in both 

Los Angeles and San Bernardino, “the hotbed of secessionism in California,” instead of 

the Overland Mail routes.108 These troops fortified Fort Yuma, established a strong 

support camp at Warner Ranch (later named Camp Wright), and supervised movement 

across the border to and from Arizona or Sonora, Mexico.109

In response to government requests in 1861, the state contributed over six 

thousand volunteers to the Union army, and the numbers kept rising. Franklin Buck 

recorded that one hundred fifty men had volunteered from Trinity County alone, and he 

noted that they “won’t see much War after all as the regular troops have been sent east 

[sic] and these regiments will garrison the forts here and in Oregon.”110 Most California 

units served in the West and replaced army regulars sent to the front. Their tasks 

included subduing secessionist activity, protecting mail and emigrant routes, battling 

hostile Indians, and repulsing Confederate advances in the Southwest. By war’s end, 

California had furnished nearly seventeen thousand men for Union service.111

Californians in the East desired to show the patriotism of the West Coast, and 

they lobbied for the opportunity to see active military duty. In April 1861, Senator (later 

Colonel) Edward D. Baker, California favorite and now a senator from Oregon, left

107W. H. Watford, “The Far Western Wing o f the Rebellion,” California H istorical Society 
Quarterly 34  (June 1956): 136.

108Leo Kibby, “With Colonel Carleton and the California Column,” H istorical Society o f  Southern  
California Quarterly 41 (December 1959): 337.

l09Watford, “Western Wing,” 136.
110Buck, “Yankee Trader,” 3 November 1861,190.
nlLeo Kibby, Indian Problems, ii; Idem “Governors,” 311; Alta 10 September 1862; Henry I. 

Thornton, “Recollections o f the War by a Confederate Officer from California,” Southern California 
Quarterly 45 (September 1963): 202; Shutes, 82.
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Washington D. C. and organized two regiments of former West Coast citizens and 

Pennsylvanians. In July, an Alta article reported on their departures from New York City 

for the war front. These two regiments, dubbed the “California Regiments,” and 

mustered in under the banner of Pennsylvania as the Seventy-first Pennsylvania Infantry, 

saw action throughout the war even as their West Coast numbers dwindled. The fighting 

in the East touched Californians directly when the new telegraph conveyed its first 

message on 25 Octoberl861 and reported Colonel Baker’s death at the Battle of Ball’s 

Bluff."2

During the summer of 1861, after the cataclysmic and wrenching “Secession 

Winter,” Californians focused on the September gubernatorial and congressional 

elections. They would test the strength of the state’s allegiance to the Union. Governor 

John Downey’s Chiv past and pro-southern rhetoric crippled him politically. Despite his 

strong and timely responses in support of the Union, the incumbent failed to win 

renomination.113

Both the Republicans and Douglas Democrats pledged their loyalty to the 

Union. Calls came for a merger of the two into a new Union Party. The Alta editors 

preached that “a man must be blind intellectually, who does not see that the Republican 

and Democratic parties are dead. All issues are swallowed up by the war.”114 

Republicans resisted. Instead, the young party, emboldened by their showing in the

n2Alta 16July 1861; Kennedy, 259; Alta  26 October 1861.
113Moody, “Politics,” 149.

114Alta 22 July 1861.
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presidential election, and basking in the reflected glory of the new administration, 

nominated Leland Stanford, a founder of the California Republican Party, for governor."5

The state’s Democrats remained hopelessly split. The Breckinridge Democrats, 

their leaders repudiated, recognized their weakened position and hesitated to nominate a 

candidate, at least not at first. They would offer a candidate as an alternative and 

potential winner later, if the other candidates botched their campaigns. Eventually that 

summer, they nominated John R. McConnell. They could no longer openly advocate 

secession or neutrality, so they became the peace party. Their platform opposed 

coercion, and if compromise failed, they championed the peaceful separation of the 

South. The Alta editors criticized their platform and reminded Californians that “a man 

may be in favor of the Crittenden Compromise and of treason and secession, all at the 

same.”" 6

In June, Stephen A. Douglas died and left his disciples leaderless. They supported 

the Union unconditionally, refused to merge with Breckinridge Democrats, and did not 

oppose a merger with Republicans. They nominated John Conness for governor, but he 

was not popular. To add to their problems, Douglas Democrats found it hard to 

differentiate themselves from Republicans and had little to criticize or campaign against. 

They resorted to focusing on minute differences or “splitting hairs” in their attempts to 

elect their candidate. The Sacramento Union, a Douglas paper, criticized the

"B ancroft 7:291.
ll6Alta  17 May 1861; Moody, “Politics,” 146. Gwin was reviled and soon to be arrested and 

imprisoned for Confederate leanings, Congressmen Scott had gone to Alabama to join the Confederate 
army, and Burch maintained his love for the Union but opposed coercion. Moody, “Politics,” 145.
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Republicans for their support of abolition, calling it impossible and the ruin of both races 

without African repatriation.117

The campaign differed markedly from the one in 1859, since the two parties had 

little to disagree about. Republicans also found it difficult to campaign against the 

Douglas Democrats. They advertised themselves as the party “fresh from the people” 

and untainted by corruption.118 Their campaign called for a change after eleven years of 

Democratic dominance. With the South gone, the war now became one for the 

preservation of the Union, and Republicans criticized Democrats for supporting the war 

but opposing the administration waging it. Throughout the campaign, the perception 

grew that Stanford was a better administrator, and confident Republicans invited all 

Unionists to join them in electing Stanford.119

Breckinridgites attacked Republicans for waging a ruinous war against the South, 

whose only crime was the desire for independence, and they detested the Douglas 

Democrats’ nominee, Conness, for his cooperation with Republicans. To illustrate the 

depth of that dislike, the Star's editor, Hamilton, a Breckinridge Democrat, amazingly 

favored Stanford over Conness. After the pro-southern Democrats chose a candidate, 

however, he solidly supported McConnell.120

117Californians mourned Douglas’s death and flags flew at half-staff. Alta  16 June 1861. The 
editors also proclaimed that when the Douglas Democrats rejected a coalition with the Breckinridge 
Democrats, they “crushed out whatever of the disunion sentiment existed in the state. . . . Treason is dead 
in California.” Alta  9 May 1861; Moody, “Politics,”146,159- 60.

I18Ibid., 160.
ll9Ibid., 159-60.
I20Ibid., 149. “As between Conness and Stanford, there is no political difference -  personally, all 

the difference in the world. But as between the two, our vote should be cast first, last, and all the time for 
Leland Stanford,” wrote editor Hamilton. Star 13 July 1861.
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The Southland still proved worrisome. Before Election Day, two companies of 

reinforcement cavalry from Los Angeles proceeded to San Bernardino and joined the 

infantry companies already there to check any disruption of the balloting. A Los Angeles 

correspondent wrote the Alta and detailed the reasons for concern. He had “pretty 

reliable information” that “the seven hundred miners working near San Bernardino held 

secessionist sympathies but only about one third of them actually worked in the 

mines.”121 These “miners” formed the core of about two thousand men in both Los 

Angeles and San Bernardino counties who stood ready to act against the federal 

authority. These traitors recruited mostly transients, “seduced able-bodied native 

Californians,” and controlled them by a secret organization.122 The bravado and 

confidence they displayed suggested that “they are not deficient either in arms or 

finances.”123 Farther south in San Diego, Breckinridgites claimed a plurality of voters, 

and one regiment of regular infantry remained there to check any disloyal activity.124

The political climate, however, had changed since the last gubernatorial election. 

The Confederate victory at the first battle of Bull Run underscored the seriousness of the 

situation in the East. Unionists had little to cheer about, and citizens questioned whether 

troop mismanagement or troop cowardice caused the defeat. The Union army had won 

no victory of consequence. Buck described the populace as “rather down in the mouth

nvAlta 9 September 1861.
I22lbid.
I23lbid.
124Ibid., 8 September 1861; 3 August 1861.
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about the War. We haven’t gained a point yet and . . .  we shall be a good many years 

enforcing the laws on the seceded states.”125

The Confederate victory at Bull Run also aroused latent Union sentiment and 

turned the state against the remaining Breckinridgites. On Election Day, many Douglas 

Democrats united with Republicans and elected Leland Stanford, California’s first 

Republican governor. He received fifty-six thousand votes, about twenty thousand more 

than his nearest competitor. This victory completed the political transformation of the 

state and ended any lingering doubts about its allegiance to the federal Union.126

The Los Angeles Star, however, remained defiant. It made almost no mention of 

Stanford’s election for nearly two months. The editorial reported on the overwhelming 

Democratic victory in local contests, ennobled the results as the voice of the only true and 

reliable Union men, and called it a glorious triumph for “our desire for peace.”127

As 1861 came to a close, a somewhat less convulsing but no less significant event 

occurred that symbolized the downfall of the Chivalry. Former Senator William M.

Gwin and two companions “walked into the lion’s den” when General Sumner ordered 

their arrests as they traveled in the Bay of Panama.128 Despite keeping a low profile 

during his last sojourn in California, Gwin could no longer conceal his southern 

sympathy and hostility to the federal government. The question became whether he 

possessed treasonable documents, and what connection existed between him and other 

professed traitors. His eventual release suggested no concrete evidence of treason

125Moody, “Politics,” 167; Buck, “Yankee Trader,” 3 November 1861, 190.
126Moody, “Politics,” 167, 178; Alta 20 October 1861.
127Star 7  September 1861. The paper finally published the statewide results o f the election and 

mentioned Stanford’s statewide victory. Star 26 October 1861. 
w Alta 17 November 1861; Bancroft 7:284n.
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existed, although the government monitored his movements. California had repudiated 

his party in 1861 and his former constituents had no further use of his services. ‘The old 

fox is caged at last,” reported the Alta editors . . .  at least for a while.129

{")Alta 17 November 1861.
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CHAPTER THREE 
1862

“We Can Now Discern No Speck O f War In Any Direction’7 

It took twelve years to produce California’s first political revolution, but the 

second major turnabout took considerably less time -  a little more than twelve months.

In January 1861, Californians debated the raging issues o f secession, independence, 

coercion, and civil war. By January 1862, all talk of a Pacific Republic evaporated, 

opposition to coercion ceased, and civil war became a reality. The state stood solidly for 

the Union, and most Californians supported the war policies o f the Lincoln 

Administration and desperately wanted to prove their loyalty to the rest o f the nation.

West Coast isolation finally ended when the Overland Telegraph replaced the 

Pony Express on 25 October 1861. Although it faced the same hazards as the Pony 

Express and often proved as petulant and inconsistent, this electronic wonder linked the 

nation’s two coasts at last. Californians marveled at their new, instantaneous 

communication with the Atlantic states. “Click, click, click went the apparatus there [the 

East]. Click, click, click were the instantaneous answering echoes here on the Pacific 

shores . . . .  Twenty-five years ago, if the possibility o f such rapid transmission o f 

intelligence had been broached by any one, the lunatic asylum would be regarded as his 

proper abode,” penned the A lta ’s editors in admiration.1

^Alta 3 Decem ber 1862.
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The major issue for the West Coast remained the passage of the Pacific Railroad 

bill. With the southern senators gone, the objection to the central route, the decade long 

stumbling block to passage, evaporated. California had proved its loyalty, and this 

brought assurance that the railroad would connect two loyal coasts. Finally, after years of 

frustration, Californians celebrated the passage o f the Pacific Railroad bill, and President 

Lincoln signed it on 1 July 1862. San Franciscans held a torchlight parade on 10 July 

1862 to mark what the Alta editors called the “inauguration o f this grandest enterprise of 

the present century . . .  No state o f the Confederacy can be so vastly benefitted [sic] by a 

continental road o f this character as California.”

The completion of the Overland Telegraph, the daily Overland Mail, and the 

passage o f the Pacific Railroad bill seemed to reward California for its loyalty to the 

Union. “The people in this part of the Union will be expected to rest satisfied and make 

no more appeals to Congress for anything that costs money,” wailed the Bulletin’s 

editors.3 The West Coast finally had their communication link with the Atlantic coast, 

but the problem of mail service still lingered.4

The Overland Telegraph signaled the end o f the Pony Express, and citizens 

mourned its death since it provided the speediest mail delivery to date. Both the Alta and 

the Bulletin editors urged the return of the “Pony.” “California has less satisfactory

2
Alta 10 July 1862; Central Pacific Railroad Photographic History Museum (online), 

’’Transcontinental Railroad Story,” http://www.cprr.org/Museum/Pacific_Railroad_Acts.html (accessed 8 
January 2006.)

* Bulletin 7 January 1862.
4One o f  the first topics addressed by the California Senate dealt with the problem o f  mail service. 

The legislators acknowledge the importance o f  the Overland Mail, but directed the congressional 
delegation to induce the federal government to transfer all “postal matter other than letters” to a steamship 
line from N ew  York, to Panama and San Francisco, in order to increase the speed and efficiency o f  the 
Overland Mail. California Senate, Journal o f  the Senate during the Thirteenth Session o f  the Legislature o f  
the State o f  California 1862 (Sacramento: Benjamin P. Avery, State Printer 1862), 29.
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communication with the East than when we depended on the Pony Express alone for all 

our . . .  intelligence and correspondence,” lamented the Bulletin’s editors.5 The telegraph 

that contributed to its demise, suffered frequent interruptions, and the daily Overland 

Mail took longer. “We receive intelligence when the wires are in working order . . .  often 

on the same day they occurred . . .  but so long a time now elapses before the details come 

to hand, that all interest in them is lost,” complained an Alta editorial.6

The same editors reported that West Coast representatives in Congress had 

lobbied for the continuance o f the Pony Express but to no avail. A forceful Bulletin 

editorial claimed that there was more they could do, and it would only take one thousand 

dollars to reactivate the service. It stated that California’s congressional delegation was 

in the dark about the wishes o f their constituents, and even more so now without the 

“Pony.” The editors estimated that it would take about thirty days for them to get the 7 

January edition o f the Bulletin by Overland Mail, and that would certainly illustrate the 

need for the return of the fifteen-day “Pony.7

Southern California suffered even more isolation. Even in the best o f times, 

eastern newspapers, usually days or weeks old, provided the most up-to-date information. 

When the war commenced, and the southern Overland Mail service ceased operation, the 

situation worsened. After the completion o f the telegraph, local newspapers had to pay 

for the information. The Alta California and the Daily Evening Bulletin joined forces, 

but the relatively provincial and unprofitable southern newspapers could not afford such

5Bulletin 7 January 1862.
6 Ibid.; Alta 17 December 1861.
7Ibid.; Bulletin 1 January 1862.
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an outlay. San Francisco papers came three to four days later and offered some relief 

from this dearth o f information, but up-to-date news remained meager.8

In early 1862, Congress threatened to cut funding for the Overland Mail by the 

central route. The reasons centered around trouble with the Indians on the plains.

Indians burned stations and “committed depredations on the Mail Company . . . .  The 

fight is evidently between the Indians and the employees of the Mail Company,” reported 

the Alta editors.9 The paper printed rumors about “squaws enticed away from the 

wigwams and injuries inflicted on the Indians when they appeared to reclaim them.” 10 

Ironically, the telegraph seemed immune to the problems facing the Overland Mail 

although they traversed essentially the same route. The editors reported that unlike the 

mail company, the telegraph company had purchased land, employed Indians, furnished 

supplies, and treated them with “kindness and consideration.”11

A worried state Senate passed and forwarded to the House o f Representatives 

resolutions protesting the withdrawal o f funding for the daily Overland Mail. The 

senators labeled it “a vital necessity o f the age.” With the death o f the “Pony,” senators 

argued that if  the service ceased, California would take years to recover from such a 

devastating blow. In response to anxious pleas from the community, the press, and the 

legislature, California’s congressional delegation united to protest the cuts and reassured 

its constituents that continental mail as well as steamer service would continue. More

8Newmark, “Reminiscences,” 305; Alta 1 February 1861. Subscribers in Los Angeles paid yearly 
subscription rates from $17-21 a year to get San Francisco and other papers. They were especially upset 
when these journals were late due to the interruption o f  the daily Overland Mail. Bulletin 7 January 1862.

9Alta  23 April 1862.
10Ibid.

1 'ibid.
12Journal o f  the Senate 1862, 29.
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troops would patrol the mail route and strengthen the weak points. By November 1862, 

these troops had pacified the Indians and restored confidence in the service. The 

overland route carried mail from New York to San Francisco three to five days faster 

than the steamer via Panama (still slower than the Pony Express), and the strong army

•  • 13presence guaranteed continued continental service.

The Pacific Mail Steamship Company, which operated the steamer service from 

San Francisco to New York, suffered in comparison with the telegraph and Overland 

Mail service. Once the primary transport method used by California bound immigrants, 

the steamship service, while still very necessary, seemed slow and cumbersome. As 

West Coast communication improved, and when the Pacific Railroad bill seemed poised 

for passage, the Alta  editors wailed that Cornelius Vanderbilt, who contracted the 

steamers to the San Francisco based company, again “placed his foot on our necks,” 

wielded his power, and threatened additional slowdowns in mail service.14

The exasperated editors described the state’s long “vassalage” to Vanderbilt’s 

steamers, and chronicled the “sea tyrant’s” past outrageous conduct, and current attempt 

to hold an entire state hostage to his whims and schemes.15 The state now possessed 

resources, like the telegraph, that mitigated the effects o f Vanderbilt’s slowdown. The 

paper called for a new line o f steamers on the Aspinwall route, urged Californians to 

avoid travel along that route as much as possible, and to “throw off Vanderbilt’s yoke.” 16

^A lta  4 April 1862; 24 November 1862; Bulletin 7 January 1862.
14Alta 19 February 1862.

15Ibid.
16Ibid.
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Until the completion of the transcontinental railroad in 1869, California, however, 

remained dependent on both overland and steamer mail service.

From the first telegraphic transmission that announced the death o f the West 

Coast’s favorite son, Colonel Edward D. Baker at the Battle o f Ball’s Bluff, the public 

eagerly followed the progress o f the war in the East through the daily dispatches (except 

on the numerous occasions when it experienced an interruption of service.) The Alta 

editors admitted that the civil strife did not directly involve California. In the 22 April 

issue, the editors gratefully proclaimed, “We can now discern no speck o f war in any

1 7direction.”

The populace, however, fought a different but no less vicious battle, not against a 

human enemy, but against a ferocious Mother Nature. Torrential rains and melting 

snows produced one o f the greatest floods in the state’s history during the winter o f 1861- 

1862. The entire state from Sacramento and environs to Los Angeles suffered from 

storm after storm, and rivers rose to historic levels. A Sacramento Union article reported 

that over fifteen inches had fallen on that city alone from November to January. Citizens 

with second stories moved into them, and boats took them out o f windows. The rising 

waters dampened the celebrations surrounding the inauguration o f Governor Stanford on 

10 January. When the legislature convened later that month, members elected to move 

the proceedings to San Francisco rather than, as member Charles De Long proposed, use 

one or more boats to ferry members to the capitol. Citizens o f Sacramento resented the

l7Ibid„ 22 April 1862.
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move, and when the governor followed suit, the Union’s editors labeled it an

• 18abandonment o f the capital and a “discredited retreat to the bay city.”

Southern California experienced only ten clear, pleasant days between 24 

December and 6 February. One resident o f the tiny hamlet of Anaheim perished in the 

deluge, and several adobe buildings washed away. The floods disrupted military 

activities in the region and left the roads to the eastern frontier completely wrecked. The 

devastation necessitated that troops repair the roads between Fort Yuma and Fort Tejon, 

San Bernardino, and Camp Wright. The unprecedented rise in the Gila River rendered 

any Confederate attempt to attack Fort Yuma and invade California impossible.19

As the waters subsided, the Assembly proposed to memorialize the magnitude of 

the flooding by establishing permanent height markers to indicate the water’s highest 

level. Since the floods had already cut the legislative session short, the Alta editors 

clearly viewed such a measure as an unnecessary waste o f the lawmakers’ time. They 

sarcastically quipped that “no Californian for hundreds of years to come can be ignorant 

o f this flood and the general height it attained.”20

January 1862 also marked the beginning of another era in California politics. The 

inauguration o f the new governor, Leland Stanford from the upstart Republican Party, 

ended thirteen years o f Chivalry Democratic control o f the state’s executive office. As

18Moody, “Politics,” 200-1; Alta  10 September 1862; Senate Journal 1962, 98; Alta  4 April 1862; 
Sacramento Union as reprinted in the Alta  11 January 1862; W oolley, “Rambling Sketches,” 34. The 
legislature missed several weeks o f  the 1862 session due to the flood. The Union received telegrams from 
the areas around the capital city: from Marysville, “Just commenced raining very hard,” and from Oroville 
on 10 January, “It has stopped raining here. The rivers raised five or six feet to-day.” The next day, a 
telegram came: “Just commenced raining very hard.” Alta  11 January 1862. On 22 January, the Senate 
concurred with the Assem bly “that the legislature . . .  adjourn until Friday the 24th day o f  January to meet in 
the city o f  San Francisco there to remain during the remainder o f  the present session.” Journal o f  the 
Senate 1862, 123-4.

l9Ibid., 12 February 1862.
20Ibid., 2 February 1862.

98

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



John Downey, the last Chiv governor, prepared to leave office, he delivered a final 

message to the citizenry. He pointed with pride to his administration’s record of 

cooperation with the federal government and boasted, “I have cheerfully and in good 

faith obeyed every legal requisition of the General Government made upon California 

through me.”21 As he continued his address, however, Downey betrayed his political 

roots when he said that “while I am thus for the perpetuity o f the Union . . .  I cannot but 

believe that the conflict might have been avoided by compromise, without the sacrifice of 

anything but sectional pride and sectional platforms. Nor can I entertain the hope that 

this Government can be preserved, except through a strict adherence to the Constitution 

and the enlightened compromises made under it.”

In addition, the lame duck executive charged that Lincoln administration of 

misleading the American people and initially affirmed the war to be a purely defensive 

conflict. He accused leaders “in the halls o f Congress and the Cabinet o f the President” 

o f using the war as “a system of social change and political convulsion.”23 With this 

valedictory speech Downey retired, but like so many o f his Chiv colleagues, his 

retirement would not last. He returned to California politics and ran unsuccessfully for 

governor in 1863 24

The composition o f the legislature reflected what the Alta editors termed a 

“political revolution” in 1861.25 While Democrats controlled the previous one, 

Republicans dominated the 1862 legislature. The editors conceded that the moral

21Ibid., 10 January 1862.
22Ibid.
23Ibid.
24Newmark, “Reminiscences,” 323.
25Alta 4 April 1862.

99

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



character o f the members appeared far superior to the previous groups, but most had little 

legislative experience, and important issues faced this neophyte legislature. When the 

editors compared the two legislatures, they saw no real difference between the two 

sessions. Bancroft agreed and conceded that it “was the hope of good men that with the 

retirement o f the party which had so long ruled . .  . certain political practices, such as 

lobbying, bribery, extravagance, and dishonesty in office . . .  would be abandoned. I 

cannot say that all of them did so conduct themselves,” he continued, “but their 

legislation . . .  was not really bad, and they were intensely loyal.”26

The Bulletin editors withheld judgment about the new legislature. Based on past 

history, they lamented that incompetent, weak, or dishonest clerks wreaked as much 

havoc as dishonest, corrupt legislators. “Whether the present is to be an improvement 

upon former California Legislatures,” they speculated, “will depend to a very great extent 

upon what kind of men are elected to the offices and clerkships which must be filled 

during the first week of the session.”27 They were surprised when Republicans “either 

by good management or in consequence o f the want o f harmony among their opponents,” 

accomplished the organization o f the new session in two days.28

Early in February, both the Senate and the Assembly passed another loyalty 

resolution that pledged their faith to sustain the federal government by any means “until 

the last rebel shall be disarmed, the last traitor subdued, and the Stars and Stripes shall

« • • • 90again wave in triumph over every State and through all the territories o f this republic.”

Ibid.; Bancroft 7:292.
27Bulletin 3 January 1862.
28Ibid., 9 January 1862.
25]Journal o f  the Senate 1862, 172-3.
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All Breckinridge Democrats voted “nay.” The members also debated methods to raise 

funds since the damaging winter floods had diminished the state treasury and shrunk the 

tax rolls. The state owed its portion of the war tax levied by Congress. California took 

its obligation to Washington seriously, and notified the Secretary o f the Treasury of its 

intention to pay. Sacramento, however, needed funds to meet that demand, pay the 

interest on its state debt, and run the state government.30

One law passed by the legislature in April 1862 called for a monthly tax o f two to 

four dollars on all Chinese residents o f the state. The act purported to “protect free white 

labor against competition with Chinese coolie labor and to discourage the immigration of 

the Chinese into the State o f California.”31 Time and again, the legislature had attempted 

to bar the immigration o f Chinese and had succeeded in drastically reducing the influx. 

The Chinese population still numbered about forty thousand, so this levy promised an 

enormous windfall. Tax collectors had the right to seize property and sell it within an 

hour in order to pay any delinquent taxes. The act exempted those engaged in cultivating

32sugar, coffee, rice, or tea — none o f which grew in the state.

Ironically, at the time o f the bill’s introduction, California wanted Congress to 

establish a line o f mail steamers to facilitate trade with China. Senator Latham 

introduced a bill that called for the establishment of such service between San Francisco 

and Shanghai. The Alta published a biting editorial that suggested that California could 

switch the tax burden onto the Chinese. It would eliminate the need for all other revenue 

bills and tax levies and establish a system of slavery resembling that of the South, with

TO
Bulletin 8-9 February 1862; Alta  5 February 1862; 9 February 1862; Bancroft 7:294; Senate 

Journal 1862, 133-4, 178, 209, 288, 290.
31Journal o f  the Senate 1862, 526; Bulletin 1 January 1863.
32Ibid., 9 February 1862; 24 September 1862.
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the state rather than an individual as the slave-owner. Referring to the “dream” o f some 

to open trade with China, the editors quipped that “the more we harass the Chinese in our 

midst, the more intimate our commercial relations with China will become. There can be 

no doubt on that point.”33

The Alta, never a liberal or abolitionist publication, generally reflected a moderate 

attitude and advocated compassion toward the Chinese as well as other minorities. An 

editorial pointed out that Chinese immigration had slowed, and their community 

contributed about nine or ten million dollars a year to the economy o f the state. The 

editors suggested selling bonds and spreading the payments over twenty years as a more 

practical and painless way to raise money. It would also allow posterity to bear some of 

the tax burden.34

The California Supreme Court struck down the tax on Chinese residents in 

September. The justices, except the chief, viewed the law not as a revenue measure but 

as “a measure of special and extreme hostility toward the Chinese . . .  maintained to be a 

police regulation.”33 The Alta editors hailed the demise o f the reprehensible tax, but the 

debate continued. In January 1863, Governor Stanford acknowledged the injudicious 

particulars o f the statute in his annual address to the legislature and lamented its 

constitutional objections. He supported, however, the need for a less controversial 

measure to attain the real objective o f the law that he clearly viewed as “the 

discouragement o f Chinese immigration, not its total prohibition.”36

33Ibid., 9 January 1862; Alta 9 February 1862.
Ibid., 12 February 1862; 1 March 1862.

35Ibid., 24 September 1862.
36Ibid., 12 February 1862; 1 March 1862; 24 September 1862; Bulletin 7 January 1863.
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By the time Governor Stanford voiced this opinion that he, no doubt, shared with 

thousands o f Californians, the nation’s attention had turned to the plight of the Black 

slaves in the South. Abraham Lincoln began the war proclaiming the purpose to be the 

preservation o f the Union. In January 1862, an Alta editorial reinforced the notion o f a 

war to preserve the Union “as it was” and looked to Lincoln’s words and policies as 

affirmation.37 In July, the same editors recognized the drift toward emancipation, and 

they favored gradual emancipation as the only means to “fit the negroes [sic] to take care 

o f themselves.”38 By September, the editors recognized that the war now assumed a 

higher purpose, and the abolition of slavery became a military necessity and a political 

must. They still advocated gradual emancipation and editorialized that “immediate and

•5Q

absolute emancipation would benefit neither whites nor blacks.”

This represented an astonishing change of opinion. When that war “fought to 

preserve the Union” became a crusade to abolish slavery, the California Legislature 

approved and pledged to support the Emancipation Proclamation. This action represented 

a new direction for that lawmaking body which had a dismal record, vis a vis Blacks, 

over the years. Republican members also introduced and debated bills to allow Black 

testimony in court, forbidden since 1851. The Chinese did not benefit from this more 

enlightened attitude for many years, but change had begun 40

^ A lta  18 January 1862.
38Ibid„ 18 July 1862.
39Ibid., 24 September 1862
40Bancroft 7:298; Alta  21-22 March 1862; California Assembly, Journal o f  the Assembly during 

the Fourteenth Session o f  the Legislature o f  the State o f  California  (Sacramento: Benjamin P. Avery, State 
Printer, 1863), 29, 816. One bill included a proviso to let juries decide on the truthfulness o f  “any negro 
[s ic ]  Indian, or Mongolian.” In debate, one assemblymen explained the rationale for allowing Black 
testimony: although an inferior race, these persons spoke English, understood American institutions, 
possessed American nativity, paid taxes, and had business and cultural relations with whites. Indians and
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The state’s congressional delegation contained men of unquestioned loyalty to the 

Union cause . . .  at least outwardly. They acted in unison on matters that affected their 

state. They also represented different political parties, and each revealed his political 

allegiance when debating administration war policy. The two senators, Milton S. Latham 

and James McDougall, followed the Democratic tradition and advocated strict adherence 

to the Constitution. The two Republican representatives, Timothy G. Phelps and Aaron 

A. Sargent, favored any and all methods necessary to strengthen the power of the 

administration to gain victory.41

The results of the 1860 census seemed to entitle California to a third seat in the 

House o f Representatives. The citizens elected Republican Frederick F. Low, although 

questions surfaced about the validity o f the state’s claim and the authorization for it. A 

strong possibility existed that the House o f Representatives would reject Low’s 

credentials and refuse to seat him. Convincing Congress to admit the new lawmaker 

constituted the first test for the newly elected congressional delegation. After a heated 

debate, Congress enacted special legislation that allowed Low to take his seat in June 

1862 42

Californians enjoyed unusual energy, effective rhetoric, and above average 

representation from most o f their men in Washington. All of them, except Senator 

McDougall, whose term expired in 1867, had an additional motivation besides patriotism 

or duty when casting their “ayes” or ‘nays.” Senator Milton S. Latham’s term expired in

Mongolians lacked these qualifications or, in the opinion o f  the assemblymen, even common sense. Alta 22 
March 1862.

41Moody, “Politics,” 183-4.
42Ibid., 180-3; Alta 20 March 1862; Biographical D irectory o f  the United States Congress 

(online), “Frederick F. Low,” http://bioguide.congress.gov/scripts/biodisplay,pl?index=L000469, (accessed  
12 June 2006).
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1863 and the next legislature would choose his successor. Senator Latham wanted a 

second term, but Representatives Phelps, Sargent, and Low had other ideas. Each 

lawmaker hoped to unseat Latham, and each became keenly aware o f how their 

constituents perceived their votes back home.43

Senator McDougall should have paid more attention to how his behavior played 

in his home state. His strong Union stance had secured his 1861 election, and legislators 

had overlooked his fondness for alcohol. Political insiders and the press had hoped his 

senatorial responsibilities, and being “removed from the bar-room politicians,” would 

help him “alter his course.”44 McDougall, however, appeared drunk more than once on 

the Senate floor. The eastern press widely reported these episodes, but only rumors 

reached California. Reports of his errant behavior finally made the columns of the Alta 

on 20 April 1862. McDougall’s intemperance brought such dishonor to the young state 

that coveted the respect o f the nation that the editors called for his resignation. He 

refused.45

In 1862, Californians elected a Superintendent of Public Instruction in the only 

statewide office on the ballot. The position normally generated little interest, but in the 

highly charged atmosphere o f contemporary politics, the loyalty of educators became an 

important issue. The contest also revived the movement to merge the Union Democrats 

and the Republicans into a so-called Union Party. Since the Union (or Douglas)

43Moody, “Politics,” 179-80.
44

Alta  20 April 1862.
45Ibid. The correspondent for the New York World described McDougall as “being drunk, as 

usual . . . .  Three thousand people know he was drunk, and I see no reason for not recording the fact in this 
letter. It is a pity that there can be no expulsion from the Senate for outrages o f  legislative decency.” New  
York World reprinted in the Alta 20 April 1862. Ironically, McDougall had formerly been Attorney- 
General o f  Illinois and a sometime companion o f  Abraham Lincoln on the Illinois court circuit. During his 
Senate career, however, he had showed little support for his old friend and his policies. Shutes, 87.
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Democrats and the Republicans shared a deep commitment to the Union, a merger 

seemed logical. The idea developed prior to the 1861 election, but Republicans, 

including Governor Stanford, had opposed the alliance. At the time, the upstart party 

reveled in its emerging strength and had no wish to share power with any faction of the 

Democracy.46

By the spring o f 1862, political realities had changed. Republicans held the 

power and controlled state as well as federal patronage. Union Democrats recognized 

their minority position and knew that they faced an uphill struggle to field a candidate for 

the one statewide election. To remain politically viable, the party faithful had two 

options: either merge with the Republicans or the Breckinridge Democrats. Their deep 

loyalty to the Union made any alliance with the remaining Chiv repugnant. They had 

refused to merge with the latter before the last election, and they rejected that option

■ 47again.

The Republican Central Committee issued a call for all Californians “in favor of 

sustaining the present National Administration and maintaining the Constitution o f the 

United States and preserving the Union entire” to elect delegates to a convention in 

June.48 Not all Union Democrats welcomed the idea of an alliance with Republicans, but 

the rank and file supported it. When the well-attended and spirited new Union Party 

convention convened in Sacramento, its primary mission became to form a state 

organization that Californians could support49

Moody, “Politics,” 207-8.
47Ibid., 208.

48Ibid„ 209.
4Q

Ibid., 208-11.
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Additionally, they nominated John Swett, a San Francisco principal, for 

Superintendent o f Public Instruction. In the general election, he triumphed over both the 

Democratic candidates, Union and Breckinridge. Even with only one statewide office 

and lower voter turnout, the Union Party recorded its largest victory o f the war. The 

party swept all the state senatorial contests and took sixty-three assembly seats. 

California’s strong show o f loyalty in the midterm election contrasted with Democratic 

gains in many northern states. California reaffirmed its loyalty through the ballot box, 

and that certainly offered encouragement to a Lincoln administration searching for a 

winning strategy in the bleak days o f 1862.50

The telegraph brought the dismal war news to the Golden State with astonishing 

speed. The populace talked of nothing else. The Unionist majority longed for some 

progress or a significant victory against the rebels. Franklin Buck, by now a staunch 

Unionist, penned to his sister that Union supporters “can’t understand why it is that the 

Northern States are outnumbered apparently in every engagement. Why is it that 20 

millions [sic] o f people with plenty of money, [and] the sea open to them, can’t contend 

with seven millions and all their ports blockaded?”51

Every Californian recognized that distance protected the state from direct 

participation in the national conflict. “Our state is not filled with widows and orphans, 

nor are our hospitals crowded with the sick and wounded,” editorialized the Alta.52 As 

the war news continued, and casualties mounted in the East, the editors declared that 

Californians needed to share the sacrifices and show their patriotism. “The loyal States

50Ibid„ 224-5.

51 Buck, “Yankee Trader,” 29 September 1861, 190.
52Alta 10 September 1862.
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since 1861, have been pouring out blood and treasure like water in defence [sic] o f the 

Union,” they preached, [and] “the obligation to sacrifice something . . .  is as binding upon 

us as them.”53

In 1862, California paid two hundred fifty-four thousand dollars in war tax to 

Washington. The legislature chose to pay the tax directly to the Treasury instead of 

having it collected by federal officers. To raise the money, the legislature enacted a poll 

tax on male inhabitants over twenty-one and an ad valorem tax of fifteen cents on every 

one hundred dollars worth of taxable property in the state. The federal government 

enacted both an income tax on persons and manufacturers and a federal “license” tax on 

professions. These revenue measures outraged the Star's Hamilton in Los Angeles, and 

he argued that they funded “a wholesale butchery o f the people o f the Southern states, 

who have the temerity to ask to be let alone and allowed to govern themselves.”54

Nevertheless, Californians reached into their pockets, and their generosity 

continued for the duration o f the war. One San Franciscan, Lell Woolley, recorded in his 

memoirs that the war tax “was quite high and a hardship for some but everybody paid it 

cheerfully and with a good grace and felt that they were getting off easy.”55 He 

articulated the sentiment o f thousands who recognized their good fortune. Perhaps, they 

felt guilty because the loyal Atlantic states paid the war tax and outfitted and provided 

soldiers for the army. “Is there not another field which we can occupy, and which every

53Ibid.
54Ibid.; John W. Robinson, “A California Copperhead: Henry Hamilton and the Los Angeles 

S ta r A r iz o n a  and the West 23 (1981): 217; Star  31 August 1862; Moody, ’’Politics,” 204-5.
55W oolley, “Rambling Sketches,” 32.
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consideration — patriotism — nay, even decency, requires that we should at once enter 

upon without delay or hesitation?” editorialized the Alta.56

Californians found “another field” and displayed their patriotism by opening their 

wallets even more. On 14 September 1862, San Franciscans held a huge mass meeting to 

raise funds for the United States Sanitary Commission, the primary relief organization for 

northern soldiers. “The Pacific will Speak by Deed,” heralded the Alta in its page one 

announcement.57 The well-attended gathering attracted hundreds o f patrons and raised 

thousands of dollars. Throughout the war, mass meetings, charity balls, benefits, and 

fairs, plus the electrifying rhetoric of a Unitarian minister, Thomas Starr King, induced 

the citizens of the state to donate twenty-five percent o f the entire wartime contributions 

to the Sanitary Fund, more than any other state. Patriotism, California’s obvious wealth, 

and some tinges o f guilt, clearly spurred such generosity. For many, it also served as a

co

link with their culture, roots, and families back East.

California’s wealth not only supported the Sanitary Fund, but its mines financed 

the Union war effort. The federal campaigns consumed enormous amounts o f money, 

and the need escalated. Traditionally, the government raised revenue from the sale o f 

public land, but the war had effectively reduced the cash coming into the treasury. The 

Secretary o f the Interior, Caleb B. Smith, suggested that the government tax the 

California mines which “heretofore have produced no revenue . . .  [and] no other 

government owning valuable mineral lands has ever refused to avail itself of the

56Alta  10 September 1862.
57Ibid., 14 September 1862.
58 Ibid.; Richard H. Peterson, “The United States Sanitary Commission and Thomas Starr King in 

California 1861-1864,” California H istorical Society Quarterly 72 (Winter 1993/1994): 328-36. Bancroft 
wrote that Golden State generosity throughout the war stemmed from the prodigious output from the 
Nevada mines, mostly owned by Californians. Bancroft 7:294.
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opportunity o f deriving a revenue from the privilege o f mining such lands.”59 He 

reasoned that those who reaped the benefits o f the mines [the miners] should pay for the 

privilege. Not surprisingly, the notion met fierce criticism and resistance in California, 

and the government tabled the idea for now. The Bulletin editors excused the Secretary’s 

“impolitic proposal” but wondered if  he knew the fortunes of the lady “who killed the 

goose who laid the golden egg.”60

By 1862, thousands o f California’s sons served in volunteer regiments throughout 

the West, and the numbers kept growing. On the Fourth o f July 1862, the Reverend J. A. 

Anderson, the chaplain of California’s Third Regiment, closed his oration with a curious 

but revealing benediction:

And now may the God o f Washington, the God o f Foote, McClellan, and 
Lincoln, nerve, guide, and urge this whole nation, till Richmond is taken, 
Charleston burnt, secession annihilated, and slop-shop Union men turned out of 
existence. Amen.”61

Despite the enormous number o f volunteer soldiers, the only fighting force in the 

state with the slightest chance o f encountering Confederate forces consisted o f the 

California troops under the command o f Colonel James H. Carleton and deployed between 

Los Angeles and Fort Yuma. Its operations, which initially consisted of monitoring traffic 

across the California-Arizona border, received the most attention from the public and the 

state and national press.

59
Bulletin 7 January 1862; 4 January 1862.

60Ibid. For his sake and the Union’s, the editors hoped he had no influence in Washington lest his 
name [the Secretary’s] be cursed in every miner’s cabin. Bulletin  4 January 1862. Approximately 
$185,000,000 in gold left San Francisco for the East between 1861-1864. Kibby, Governors, 312.

^Saturday Evening Post, 30 August 1862, APS (online), 2. One can surmise that “slop-shop” 
perhaps meant “mediocre,” “conditional,” or “not truly loyal.”

62Alta  17 February 1862; 10 July 1862; 19 November 1862. The Saturday Evening P ost claimed 
that Carleton’s volunteers were on a secret expedition. “N ew s Items,” Saturday Evening Post, 3 May 1862,
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Colonel Carleton required everyone entering or leaving the state to take an oath o f 

allegiance to the United States. In order to discourage rebel movements, the government 

also required travelers to purchase a passport for two hundred and fifty dollars. This 

presented a hardship for loyal residents with legitimate business. It aroused anger and 

resentment because the collector pocketed the fee instead o f the federal government, and 

this amounted to over fifty thousand dollars a year. Cries o f fraud ensued, especially 

since the federal government needed all the money it could raise.63

This curious system attracted the attention of the California congressional 

delegation that questioned its purpose and called for modifications. An outraged Senator 

Latham stated that if  “the interests o f the nation require that homebound Californians be 

taxed . . .  they will submit to the annoyance cheerfully as one o f the evils attending a state 

of war.”64 He continued that they “can hardly be expected to submit to the levying of 

such an imposition . . .  for the benefit o f any favorite whom the government wishes to 

enrich, without at least protesting it first.”65 Eventually the government exempted 

returning California residents from the fee 66

Despite strict enforcement, some prominent secessionists got through, including 

General Albert Sidney Johnston and former California assemblyman, Daniel Showalter. 

The army imprisoned Showalter and seventeen companions at Fort Yuma, but all

APS (online), 7. An article in The Round Table recognized that California volunteers held Utah and 
Arizona. Supply trains traveled more than nine hundred miles over a country “much o f  which is desert” to 
provision these troops. “American and European Warfare,” The Round Table: A Saturday Review o f  
Politics, Finance, Literature, Society, 26 December 1863, APS (online), 21

63Kibby, “Column,” 338; Alta  3 February 1862. Corruption by tax collectors may be why the 
legislature chose to pay California’s war tax directly to the Treasury instead o f  to federal tax collectors.

64Alta  3 February 1862.
65Ibid.
66lbid.; Alta  5 February 1862.
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eventually served in the Confederate army. Johnston slipped into Arizona in 1861 and 

began his trek toward his death at the Battle o f Shiloh in April 1862.67

Southern sympathizers from all over the state returned to their home states to 

enlist in the rebel army. Some slipped across the California border, like Johnston and 

Showalter, while others traveled by steamer via Panama. Harris Newmark mentioned 

two prominent southern Californians who left for the South, Cameron E. Thom and J. 

Lancaster Brent. Federal authorities arrested Brent, along with ex-Senator Gwin, 

onboard a steamer as they traveled east from Panama. Brent eventually became a 

Confederate general.68

In 1862, State Senator Henry I. Thornton, Jr., Alabama native and nephew of 

Senator John J. Crittenden o f Kentucky, left the state accompanied by another state 

senator and two assemblymen. Along the journey, this quartet met three United States 

army officers. All four California legislators and one of the army officers planned to 

enlist in the Confederate army. The fortunate Thornton avoided arrest in the East, 

traveled to Richmond, joined the rebel army, and fought until the end. He returned to 

California after the war, as did many California Confederates, including Cameron E. 

Thom. Others, like J. Lancaster Brent, never returned.69

When General George Wright succeeded General Sumner in late 1861, he 

considered the possible Confederate incursion into California plus the questionable 

loyalty o f southern California as his greatest challenges. He ordered Colonel Carleton to

67Kibby, “Military Problems,” 255-56; Watford, “Western Wing,” 136.
68Newmark, “Reminiscences,” 295. Authorities released Gwin and his companions for lack o f

incriminating evidence. Bulletin 9 January 1862; Alta  17 November 1861.
69

Thornton, “Recollections,” 195-218; Newmark, “Reminiscences,” 295. On 8 January 1862, 
Governor Downey reported to the California Senate o f  the receipt and acceptance o f  the resignation letter 
from Senator Henry I. Thornton. Journal o f  the Senate 1862, 21.

112

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



outfit an expedition to cross into Arizona and New Mexico and foil any Confederate 

invasion from Texas. The ambitious plan called for a fully self-sufficient force of two 

thousand men to march through arid, rugged, hostile desert territory. It took four months 

to accumulate the supplies and transport the lot to Fort Yuma. In April, Colonel Carleton 

and his troops left Los Angeles and reached Fort Yuma in early May. The expedition 

consisted of an infantry regiment, one cavalry regiment, plus a company o f artillery. 

Forces from around the state joined Carleton’s army, including an additional infantry and 

an additional cavalry regiment. When the detachment assembled, Carleton gave it its 

name, “The Column from California.”70

A battalion o f four hundred “dashing” Californio horsemen, recruited from that 

relatively small population, formed part o f  the cavalry contingent o f the “Column.” They 

proved especially effective in the barren land of the Southwest. These descendants of 

Spanish and Mexican soldiers eased any lingering doubts about the allegiance o f that 

community to the Union.71

Colonel Carleton needed accurate information on enemy strength and positions. 

Initially, he authorized his lieutenants to contact and question the few expelled Unionists 

from Arizona and to employ an informal “network” o f spies. These shadowy figures, 

including friendly Indians and some still unidentified persons, attracted no attention from 

the rebels. He also ordered expeditions into Arizona to protect the few remaining

70Clendenen, “Column,” 23-4; Watford, “Ambitions,” 179. It is also called the “California 
Column.” Present day Arizona, New M exico, and southern Utah made up the Territory o f  N ew  Mexico, 
which had strong southern allegiances and few Union troops. In November 1861, a group o f  California 
Confederate Volunteers linked up with a Confederate force under General Henry H. Sibley in the New  
Mexico Territory. This force embraced Sibley’s maxim, “On to San Francisco,” and embarked on a 
campaign to invade California. In February 1862, they defeated three thousand Union troops decisively at 
the Battle o f  Valverde, the first major battle in the Southwest. Talbott, “Secessionists,” 148.

7'Thompson, “Rebellion,” 6.
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Unionist holdings and establish an outpost against Confederate attacks from Tucson. To 

avoid the heat o f the desert, the troop marched at night, but the sand and dust still 

reddened the men’s eyes, blistered their faces, and left them exhausted. They skirmished 

with the enemy, and both sides sustained casualties, but these expeditions never reached 

Tucson.72

Another advance force, two months later, approached Tucson, encountered about 

a dozen Confederate sympathizers and some surprisingly passive Apaches, but no 

Confederate troops (who had abandoned the town). When the main force reached 

Tucson, Carleton, promoted to brigadier general, attempted to contact General Richard S. 

Canby, the Commander o f the Department o f New Mexico. After a relatively easy 

expedition, Carleton’s luck began to change. Confederates intercepted and imprisoned 

his courier, and skirmishes with the Apaches became more frequent. As men 

“disappeared” from their companies, soldiers learned quickly not to straggle, and pickets 

remained vigilant throughout the night.73

The Californians, however, dealt two significant blows to the Apaches. Near 

Apache Pass, where the “Column” planned to establish an advance supply and 

reinforcement depot, gunfire and arrows rained down on the surprised company. No one 

panicked, and the men had a surprise o f their own. Two howitzers opened fire on the 

startled Indians, and the infantry advanced methodically with fixed bayonets and loaded

72Clendenen, “Column,” 23-4.
73Ibid„ 24-6.

114

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



muskets. The Apache had never encountered such a weapon, and they withdrew in the 

face of such overwhelming superiority.74

One lone soldier, separated from his squad, dealt perhaps the most devastating 

blow o f all. The unlucky private, his horse shot out from under him, huddled behind his 

horse for cover, and stalked by Indians for hours, shot a tall warrior who stood up in plain 

view. This caused great excitement among the Indiems, who forgot about their prey and 

left. The amazed Californian trudged back to camp without knowing that he had killed 

the great Chiricahua Apache war chief, Mangas Colorado.75

The main body of the column left Tucson in July and continued its march toward 

the Rio Grande. The trek proved uneventful, but the summer heat and lack o f water made 

it unbearable. The rebels had abandoned all the forts, but a few stragglers remained,

76whom Carleton paroled, and the “Column” raised the Stars and Stripes over each fort.

In August, General Carleton became the commander o f the Department o f New 

Mexico. The “Column from California” merged with the other troops of that department, 

and the men lost their separate identity as Californians, except in one subsequent action. 

In 1864, some o f Carleton’s Californians intercepted a detachment o f pro-Confederate 

California recruits intent on joining the southern army in Texas. Carleton’s men, the only 

federal troops in the area, inflicted heavy casualties, and they foiled the recruits’ attempt 

to reach their goal.77

74

75-

76 .

77-

Ibid., 26. 
Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid., 24.
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Before the Californians even embarked for Fort Yuma in April 1862, the 

Confederates no longer posed a threat in the Southwest. On 26-28 March, a Union force 

under General Richard S. Canby defeated the large rebel force under Confederate 

General Henry H. Sibley at Glorieta Pass, near Santa Fe, New Mexico. This defeat, the 

largest encounter between the two armies in the West, stopped all Confederate advances. 

No one, however, knew the significance o f that victory when Carleton and his

7 0

detachment deployed East in the spring.

Sibley’s Confederate forces returned to Texas after their defeat, and all invasion 

attempts through the Southwest ceased. Consequently, the “Column” never encountered 

significant rebel forces, but their strong presence after the victory at Glorieta Pass foiled 

any enemy attempt to reorganize and recover its lost territory. They continued to fight a 

merciless enemy in conditions as miserable as any in the East, and they served longer 

than any other federal volunteers. The Californians, finally relieved by regulars, 

mustered out in late 1866.79

As the war escalated, Californians became more and more anxious to join the 

eastern battle zone. The Third and Fourth Regiments o f California Volunteers applied 

unsuccessfully to join the fighting. The officers and men raised thirty thousand dollars 

towards their passage, but the plan went no further. Although many men renamed to their

home states to enlist in both armies, Californians desired an official unit all their own.

80They had to settle for another arrangement.

78Riley, “Military Role,” 3.
79Ibid.; Thompson, “Rebellion,” 10; Clendenen, “Column,” 28.
80Larry Roger and Keith Rogers, eds., Their H orses C lim bed Trees: A Chronicle o f  the California 

Hundred and Battalion in the C ivil War from  San Francisco to Appomattox (Atglen PA: Shifler Publishing 
Ltd., 2001), 11.
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In September 1862, Ira P. Rankin, Collector o f the Port o f San Francisco and the 

highest ranking federal official in San Francisco, wrote to the governor o f Massachusetts, 

John A. Andrews, and offered a cavalry troop of one hundred Californians for service as 

part o f the Massachusetts quota. In October, the Bay State governor accepted the offer 

and recruiting began in San Francisco. A Bulletin advertisement announced that “the roll 

o f the Cavalry Company for the E as t. . .  will be probably be full in less than a week. 

None but good horsemen, in good health and of fair size need apply.”81 Over five 

hundred men applied but only one hundred, including one native-born Californian, made 

the cut.82

Two days before departure, the men attended a festive concert and ball held in 

their honor. The next day, the mayor and city dignitaries reviewed the company in 

Portsmouth Square, and the unit received their distinctive crimson silk guidon adorned 

with gilt letters and a painted California grizzly bear. Then the men paraded through the 

principal streets o f the city.83

On 11 December 1862, thousands of San Franciscans lined the streets and waved 

their handkerchiefs as the company, known officially as the “California Hundred,” left 

San Francisco. The next day, the Alta  front page proudly described the scene as they 

departed on the “war path.”84 The unit, escorted to the wharf and the waiting steamer 

Golden Age by “their fellow soldiers in arms,” boarded the ship amidst cheers and songs, 

lined the rails, waved goodbye, and set out on the long journey to Panama and on to New

81 Ibid., 11-2.
82Ibid.,12; Wayne Colwell, “The California Hundred,” Pacific Historian 13 (1969): 65; Bulletin 

28 October 1862.
Colwell, “Hundred,” 66.

MAlta  12 December 1862.
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York.85 For many, including the regiment’s commanding officer, Captain J. Sewall 

Reed, they viewed the city and the bay for the last time.86

From its inception, the unit desired to be a cavalry regiment. Californians had a 

reputation as superb horsemen, and curiosity surrounded the men from the West. Both 

New York and Boston welcomed them with great fanfare. They reached their 

destination, Camp Meigs, outside Boston, where they became Company “A” o f the 

Second Massachusetts Cavalry Regiment. After a very brief training period, the 

“California Hundred” and their Bay State colleagues found themselves on scouting and 

picket duty in Virginia. In June 1863, the unit engaged in its first battle and sustained its

* 87first casualty, Private Joseph B. Burdick, one of the company’s two married men.

Almost immediately after the departure o f the “Hundred,” a repeat effort began in 

San Francisco to raise additional troops. The plan called for four cavalry companies to 

travel east to Massachusetts under the command of Major DeWitt Clinton Thompson, 

originally from Massachusetts, but a longtime member o f the California militia.

oo

Recruiting would start in January 1863.

In February 1862, the federal government ordered the postmaster to exclude three 

allegedly traitorous newspapers, including the Los Angeles Star, from the mails. The Alta 

editors supported this action wholeheartedly. They believed that these papers denounced

85. .  • «Ibid.
86Colwell, “Hundred,” 67; Alta  12 December 1862. The unit included men from northern

California, Oregon, Washington Territory, and even one from the Southland, Private G. Plummer o f  San
Pedro, and one native-born Californian, Private James Watson. Rogers and Rogers, 51; Thomas E. Parsons,
Bear Flag and Bay State in the C ivil War: The Californians o f  the Second M assachusetts Cavalry
(Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co., 2001), 24-5.

87Colwell, “Hundred,” 66-7. The other married man was Captain J. Sewall Reed, the company 
commander. A third man, Private James Watson, the California native, kept his marriage secret. Parsons, 
25n.

88Ibid., 36-7.
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the war, vilified government leaders, declared secession morally and legally justified, and 

mentioned rebel officials in reverent terms. “Under the pretense o f being a peace party, 

they are doing their utmost to assist those who are in arms against us,” asserted its 

editorial.89 When General Wright ordered the prohibition of five more state journals in 

September, the same editors welcomed the sanctions, rejected any threat to the freedom 

o f the press, and warned that the “same offence [sic] which justifies exclusion of a paper 

from the mails will justify the inclusion of the editor in Alcatraz. A word to the wise!”90

On the other hand, Henry Hamilton viewed the exclusion o f his newspaper from 

the mails as one more tyrannical policy of a corrupt, despotic administration. “Liberty of 

speech and of the press are mere shams,” he charged, and he claimed that the allegations 

were groundless.91 Undaunted by the sanction, Hamilton continued to publish and 

arranged for private distribution of his paper. Its editorial policy remained the same, its 

attacks on Lincoln, whom Hamilton dubbed a “the tool o f abolitionism,” continued, and 

its circulation suffered no ill effects.92

The other Los Angeles paper, the News, had begun as a semi-weekly in 1861, but 

later it became a tri-weekly publication. Union supporters formed a minority in the 

Southland, and the paper never attained the circulation o f the Star. Other problems 

dogged the journal, too. Critics declared that the News ' editors saw Confederates behind 

every tree in southern California. When the editors accused prominent Jewish residents

89
Alta 19 February 1862.

QQ
Ibid., 17 September 1862; Robert Chandler, “Crushing Dissent: The Pacific Coast Tests 

Lincoln’s Policy o f  Suppression 1862,” Civil War H istory  30 no. 3 (September 1984): 237.
91

Star 1 March 1862; Chandler, “Dissent,” 237.
O ')

Robinson, “Copperhead,” 219; Star 1 March 1862; 8 March 1862; Chandler, “Dissent,” 237.
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of disloyalty, they switched their business to the Star, and the Union sheet suffered 

significant financial loss.93

Despite the paper’s problems, the editor carried on a vicious competition with 

Hamilton throughout the war, and he claimed that the Star's attacks on the president and 

his administration crossed the line to treason. Charles Conway, a pro-Union Democrat, 

charged that “a paper published in this c ity . . .  has teemed with articles abusive o f the 

government. . .  and misrepresenting the object and aim for which the war is waged.”94 

Editorials called for permanent suppression o f the Star and the arrest of Hamilton for 

treason.95

In September 1862, orders came from the Secretary of War to arrest any person 

aiding the enemy or engaging in other disloyal practices. On 17 October, authorities 

seized Hamilton for disloyalty. He joined Colonel Edward J. C. Kewen, the Los Angeles 

assemblymen, who allegedly uttered treasonable words on Election Day. After a brief 

ten-day imprisonment on Alcatraz Island, the pair each posted a five thousand dollar 

bond, took an oath o f allegiance to the government, and received heroes’ welcomes when 

they returned to Los Angeles.96

Kewen, a former California attorney general, and Henry Hamilton articulated the 

extreme pro-southern, secessionist sentiments in the state during the war. From the 

beginning of the crisis, Hamilton defended the southern point o f view and pleaded for 

justice for the South. After Fort Sumter, he professed, “We are Union men. We are

Goldman, “Southern Sympathy,” 578-81.
94

Robinson, “Copperhead,” 220.

95Ibid., 220.
96Ibid., 220; Chandler, “Dissent,” 246-7. Authorities freed Hamilton, but the Star remained 

banned from the mails longer. Chandler, “Dissent,” 245-7.
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desirous of seeing the Union re-established, and we think we are far better Union men 

than the civil war party, because we are in favor of a peace party.”97 Peace meant the re

establishment o f the Union as it was or the recognition of the independence o f the 

Confederacy.98

Clearly the struggle between pro-southern and pro-Union factions made profound 

impressions on daily life in the “cow counties.” Sectionalism drove a deep wedge into 

southern California society. Union loyalists in the Southland feared secessionist activity 

and demanded federal troops. Then citizens worried about armed conflict between the 

two. Hamilton, however, dismissed the idea o f rebel activity in the southern counties and 

ridiculed the presence o f the troops. He wrote sarcastically that “we wonder what is the 

matter, that a whole week has passed, and no addition been made [sic] to the military 

force down here. Can it be possible, that the “bloody Secessionists” have been wiped out 

so easily?”99

Star 11 May 1862; 2 February 1861; 16 February 1861; 16 March 1861; 6 July 1861.
9ft

Goldman, “Southern Sympathy,” 577-8.
Q9

Ibid., 578-81; Star 12 October 1861.
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CHAPTER FOUR 
1863

“We Don’t Take So Much Interest In The War Because We Have Gotten Used To It” 

In January 1863 a new legislature convened in Sacramento. The complexion of 

the new body was decidedly Union. Almost immediately, both the Senate and the 

Assembly passed a strong resolution in support of the Emancipation Proclamation by a 

total vote o f ninety-five “ayes” to nineteen “nays.” The resolution endorsed Lincoln’s 

declaration as necessary for the success o f the war effort, the suppression o f the 

“desperate and wicked rebellion,” and the re-establishment of national authority.1 The 

vote also served as a reaffirmation of California’s loyalty to the Union cause.

California lawmakers now began replacing officeholders o f  questionable loyalty 

with strong Union men. The office of United States Senator engendered the most intense 

interest. A Bulletin reader wondered why the election o f United States Senator always 

“poisons much, very much of our State Legislative transactions” and questioned what 

was so valuable about that office “to keep the State of California for a decade 

demoralized by the aspirants contending for that particular office?”3 Previous solons had 

generally rendered forgettable service to the state, and their selection involved bribery,

1 Journal o f  the Assembly 1863, 29; Theodore Henry Hittell, History o f  California  vol. 4 (San 
Francisco: N.J. Stone & Co.,1897), 329.

2Ibid. 4:329.
3Bulletin, 30 January 1863.
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corruption, and scandal. In a scenario all too familiar, a contentious battle raged over the 

choice of the successor to Senator Milton S. Latham.4

The two congressmen, Republicans Phelps and Sargent, as well as former 

gubernatorial candidate, John Conness, a Union Democrat, vied for the office. An 

ambitious attorney, Republican Trenor W. Park, although considered a lesser candidate, 

controlled a significant number of votes, and he wielded the power to make or break the 

election. Legislators cast ballot after ballot in caucuses, political trades seemed 

inevitable, and charges of bribery surfaced. The Bulletin editors lamented the political 

corruption and dishonesty that accompanied every senatorial election and asked, “Bribery 

-  must it always be a California institution?”5

The frontrunners appeared to be the two congressmen, but each needed the 

support o f the other to win. The Alta championed Phelps as the most earnest, energetic, 

and upright choice. As the press reported on the maneuvering in Sacramento, 

conjectured about the wheeling and dealing, questioned the systemic corruption present 

in California politics since statehood, and pleaded for reform, fortunes changed. Bribery 

charges emerged against a supporter o f Phelps, Sargent’s chances evaporated, Conness’ 

support dwindled, and the Sacramento Union attempted to introduce a residence 

qualification into the mix. Theodore Hittell, in his four-volume History o f  California, 

chronicled “the charges and countercharges, criminations and re-criminations; and the 

more the pool was stirred the filthier it appeared.”6

4Hittell 4:334-5.
5Bulletin 14 January 1863; 30 January 1863; Hittell 4:334-5.
6Ibid. 4:337; Alta  13 January 1863; Bulletin  15 January 1863. The Bulletin editors viewed the 

Union’s  efforts as “bad taste to urge location o f  residence rather than ability as the test for qualification.” 
They considered it a barely veiled scheme to secure a high political position for Conness, “the favorite o f
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The Assembly tabled any attempts to investigate the charges, but Phelps' 

candidacy never recovered. Conness’ fortune rose. The Bulletin editors seemed 

lukewarm about any of the candidates and pleaded with lawmakers to “give us a man for 

Senator who stands tolerably fair at hom e.. .  but do not give us a politician o f the class to 

which John Conness belongs. We have had quite enough of them already.”7

A Los Angeles Star editorial labeled the episode a “disgraceful tale of bribery and 

corruption . . .  having pretty deeply tarnished the reputation of nearly every Black 

[Republican] in the Legislature.”8 It questioned the whitewashing, and then desertion, of 

Phelps by his allies, the boost to Sargent’s chances, and the resurgence of Conness, who 

“was about [to be] dropped, [then] looms up . . .  into respectable pretensions.”9

The editors o f the Bulletin reluctantly preferred Conness to Park, whom they 

considered an even more dangerous man than Conness. In their opinion, “Conness has 

not Park’s ability for corruption on a large scale,” [and] “the state has far less to lose by 

his presence in Washington, than were he to remain from year to year doing lobby service 

at Sacramento.. .  [where] he is unscrupulous enough to do his worst.”10 They pointed 

out that Conness, who had no visible means of support, “has never wanted for money to 

supply his personal wants and to make several expensive canvasses.”11 He knows all the

the Union . . .  by exciting prejudice, [in order to get] what it has not been able to bring about by legitimate 
means.” They also ridiculed the Alta  for its preference for Phelps, especially after the bribery scandal 
emerged. Bulletin 15 January 1863.

?Ibid.,15 January 1863; Hittell 4:337. The Alta believed that “it is not within the range o f  
possibility that, uninfluenced from without, any member o f  the Legislature would ever dream o f  sending 
that gentleman [Conness] to represent California in the highest deliberative body in the nation . . . .  There 
seems to be nothing o f  the fitness o f  things in his candidacy.” Alta  12 January 1863.

*Star 14 February 1863.
9Ibid.
10Hittell 4:338; Bulletin 15 January 1863; 10 February 1863.
UIbid.
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corrupt men in the state, where they keep the corrupt money, and how to get his share. 

The editors hoped that California’s suffering might lessen with Conness in Washington. 

After almost two months o f countless caucuses, political deals, and turmoil, the

legislature finally selected Conness, probably since he was the last man standing. Few

11celebrated his election.

When that controversy ended, the legislature turned to the business o f passing 

laws. Perhaps the most significant piece o f legislation, and “one of the glories o f the 

Legislature o f  1863” in Hittell’s opinion, allowed uncorroborated Black and mulatto 

testimony injudicial cases involving white persons.13 The lawmakers, although 

certainly influenced by the new moral high purpose o f the war, remained cautiously 

conservative. The new acts still excluded the testimony of Chinese and Mongolians, 

and these proscriptions lasted another ten years.14

Another important provision allowed California soldiers to vote for state and 

county offices, no matter where they served. The state Supreme Court later declared 

this law unconstitutional. One soldier serving in Arizona, upon learning of the Supreme 

Court decision, complained bitterly to the Alta. “Take away from us our right o f 

suffrage, and you disarm us o f our most potent weapon and surrender us into the hands 

o f the Philistines.. .  . We must be permitted to vote for “Uncle Abe,” he demanded.15 A

12
Ibid.; Alta  11 February 1863. The hope that distance between California and Washington 

would “save” the state or the politician (Conness) from corruption hearkened back to the election o f  
McDougall, his drinking, and the hope that he would improve with distance.

13Hittell 4:340-1.
14Ibid., 4:341.
15Alta  26 March 1864.
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second attempt to extend the “soldiers’ vote” proved successful, but the war ended before 

its implementation.16

The legislators codified the language o f the constitutional amendments adopted in

1862. These provided for biennial sessions o f the legislature, expanded the terms of state 

officers to four years, increased the numbers o f justices o f the Supreme Court, and made 

changes to the judiciary system and some election statutes. The legislature created the 

Soldiers’ Relief Fund to compensate volunteers and their families, passed resolutions 

honoring individuals for their wartime service, and provided one hundred thousand

17dollars to improve coastal defenses.

In 1863, a few months after the passage o f the Pacific Railroad bill, lawmakers in 

California granted subsidies and privileges to the Central Pacific and other railroads. 

Ceremonial groundbreaking for the Central Pacific Railroad took place on 8 January. 

Smaller, regional railroads opened in the Bay Area, construction on others ended, and 

new projects began. The project seemed poised for success, and Californians could

1 Rfinally see the end of their long isolation.

Although it seemed that California’s location would protect it from the raging 

battles o f the war, concerns for the safety o f the state, especially San Francisco harbor, 

developed early and never faded. Until the Emancipation Proclamation converted the 

conflict into a crusade against slavery, France and Britain flirted with recognizing the 

Confederacy. The tension between the old world and the new threatened to erupt into

16Hittell 4:339-40. The Star, predictably, believed this provision unconstitutional. Star 28 March
1863.

l7Bancroft, 7:294-6; Hittell 4:332.1 ©
Hittell 4:350-1; Sacramento Union 8 Januaryl863.
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war. Both countries had powerful navies and ironclad steamers, and California possessed 

a long, unprotected, desolate coastline.19

In January 1862, the Alta editors felt confident that the ironclads posed no threat, 

since steamers needed too much coal to make the long journey, and the state could deal 

with any other type o f vessels. The Secretary of War promised millions to defend the 

West Coast, and relying on the government seemed the prudent choice. The editors 

believed, however, that the times were emphatically “out o f joint” and preached 

preparation and vigilance.20 They also recommended that the legislature inventory the 

state’s defense capabilities, and develop a proactive plan until Congress acted. They felt 

certain that the government would reimburse the state for all expenses.

By April 1862, the editorial tone o f the Alta had changed dramatically. The 

March battle between the Union Monitor, and the Confederate Merrimac (C.S.S. Virginia)

99“blew to atoms all previous ideas connected with harbor defences [sic]." The editors 

bemoaned the previous apathy towards the defense o f California, lamented the 

unprepared condition of the state’s militia, demanded the outfitting of an ironclad vessel 

to protect San Francisco harbor, and urged the legislature to take the initiative. “What 

have we done, or . . .  proposed to do to assure our safety in case of foreign 

complications? Nothing, absolutely nothing . . . .  Can we do nothing to defend

9 ̂ourselves? Are we too helpless or too inert?” they asked their readers.

19Alta 14 September 1861; 22 September 1862, Bulletin 21 February 1863; 7 March 1863; 16 
March 1863; McPherson, 382-4.

20Alta 8 January 1862.
21Ibid.

22Alta 22 April 1862.
23Ibid.
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The legislature also recognized the vulnerability of California’s coastline and San 

Francisco harbor in particular. Within weeks of the engagement between the ironclads at 

Hampton Roads, Virginia, the members directed Governor Stanford to question the 

federal administration about the defense o f San Francisco harbor. Fortunately, the federal 

government recognized the potential threat to the Bay Area. Secretary o f State William 

H. Seward replied that although “this civil war actively continues, there may be foreign 

aggressions. No important part or portion o f the United States ought to be left exposed. 

One or two iron-clad steamers at San Francisco would assure its safety at small 

expense.”24 The War Department dispatched several cruisers and an ironclad, the 

Camanche to the West Coast.25

In March 1863, a plot surfaced that involved the outfitting o f a privateer schooner, 

the Chapman, for use as a Confederate raider between San Francisco and New Granada 

(Panama). Authorities seized the vessel in San Francisco harbor before it damaged any 

United States commerce. Authorities arrested five men, including the ringleaders,

Asbury Harpending, Ridgeley Greathouse, and Alfred Rubery, an Englishman, and tried 

them for “engaging in and giving aid and comfort to the enemy.”26

Documents found in the conspirators’ baggage included a proclamation urging 

Californians to rebel against federal authority, plans for the capture o f the Bay Area forts, 

an oath o f allegiance to their cause, and an oath o f vengeance on their enemies. The trials

24
Journal o f  the Senate 1862, 523.

25Hittell 4:342-6; Bulletin 6 April 1863. The Camanche arrived in pieces and in boxes, and 
required assembly. It rode piggyback on another ship, the sailing ship, Aquila, but its assembly became the 
least o f San Francisco’s problem. The Aquila, soon after its arrival and with the Camanche still onboard,
went to the bottom o f  San Francisco harbor in a storm. Ibid., 25 November 1863.

2 6
Hittell 4:342-6. Occasionally, reports reached California about the purchase o f  other possible 

privateer vessels earmarked for use against California commerce. Such reports proved difficult to prove, 
according to the Bulletin editors. Bulletin 10 February 1863.

128

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



resulted in all three convictions although each conspirator served less than a year in 

prison. All eventually received a pardon or amnesty. The Chapman and its cargo went 

up for auction, and the proceeds divided between the United States and the ship’s 

captors.27

The Chapman affair undoubtedly motivated legislators to pass a law making the 

arming and equipping of boats as privateers a felony. It also roused the lingering worries 

about coastal defenses, and prompted Governor Stanford to request several howitzers, 

small arms for infantry and cavalry, and the corresponding ammunition from Washington 

for state defenses. The government agreed to furnish that amount and more. Senator 

McDougall telegraphed the governor that the federal government intended to do 

everything necessary to defend the Pacific Coast.28

By 1863, the southern sympathizers that remained in the state had moderated 

their rhetoric. United States laws and its military authorities had guaranteed that they no 

longer posed a real threat. Nevertheless, lawmakers classified the display of secession 

flags and insignia as a misdemeanor, required oaths o f allegiance in civil cases, excluded 

secessionists from courts o f justice, required public school teachers to take loyalty oaths, 

and declared the denunciation of the government to be a criminal abuse o f free speech.

29The measures served more to soothe loyalists’ fears than curb secessionists.

The loyal public still viewed the Copperhead press as a threat. The editorials in 

these journals remained strident, and the military no longer banned the disloyal press

27Hittell 4:342-6.
28 Ibid. 4:333, 342-3. As expected, the Star’s editor commented on this incident, “We are not 

disposed to treat with levity any serious menace to the good condition o f  the community . . .  but we are 
constrained to confess a hesitancy in believing everything w e see in print in regard to this matter. Star 28 
March 1863.

29Hittell 4:333.
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from the mail. They represented the “face” o f treason in the state. Their existence 

increased the tension between Unionist and secessionists, and Bancroft recalled that 

quarrels “were a daily occurrence.”30

In March, the Star’s Hamilton raged against a series of attacks on Democratic 

newspapers. Army troops ransacked the printing office o f the Visalia Equal Right 

Expositor after two Unionists’ deaths in a confrontation. Another paper, the Solano 

Banner o f  Liberty, stopped printing for a month due to vandalism and theft. Federal 

authorities had jailed and released the Expositor’s editors, but like Hamilton of the Star 

and the state’s other notorious secessionist, Colonel Edward J. C. Kewen, incarceration 

did not muzzle these secessionist editors.31

Colonel Kewen had won election to the Assembly from Los Angeles in the 

September 1862 election. Soon after he took his seat in January 1863, questions arose 

concerning his loyalty to the government and his fitness to sit in the Assembly. When 

members called for an investigation into his alleged treasonable language and acts, Silas 

W. Sanderson, later California Supreme Court Chief Justice, reminded the assembled of 

the double jeopardy clause in both state and federal constitutions. Federal military and 

civil authorities had previously investigated Kewen and released him. Therefore, no 

further inquiries seemed appropriate, and the whole matter faded away.32

California gave absolute loyalty and unparalleled millions in gold to the Union 

cause — no questions asked. More than once, the Alta editors proclaimed that

3°Bancroft 7:289; Hittell 4:333, 342-3.
31Star 28 March 1863. The editor o f  the Solano Banner promised armed guards would protect the 

property in the future. Bancroft 7:289; Hittell 4:333.
32Ibid. 4:333-4.
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Californians would cheerfully bear any tax burden imposed by Washington. Its citizens, 

generally, supported the vigorous and unrelenting prosecution o f the war except for one 

measure. For the first time, the Treasury Department issued paper currency or treasury 

notes, nicknamed “greenbacks,” as legal tender for all services, debts, and credits in the 

United States.33

The Pacific states vigorously opposed this war legislation. California mined gold 

and silver, and most o f the Pacific Coast conducted financial business in hard currency. 

Gold and silver had standard values, but the value o f treasury notes fluctuated. At one 

point, these notes depreciated to less than fifty percent o f the gold standard. 

Consequently, debts incurred in gold and silver and repaid in greenbacks resulted in a 

nearly sixty percent loss to the creditor. San Francisco merchants benefited from this 

since they bought their merchandise in the East and sold it in the West. Los Angeles 

suffered since they bought their goods from San Francisco. “Californians . . .  had little 

use for greenbacks,” observed Angeleno Harris Newmark.34 Despite the necessity o f this 

war measure, it caused hardship in the Far West, and once again, Californians took 

measures into their own hands.

The California Legislature o f 1863 passed a largely effective remedy, the Specific 

Contract Law. This measure stated that parties entering into contracts could stipulate the 

specific currency used in the transaction. Increasingly, the custom for payment and 

collection of debts in California became expressly “in gold coin.”36 This resulted in

33Ibid. 4:346-8; A l ta i  May 1864.
34Newmark, “Reminiscences,” 320.
35Hittell 4:346-8.
36Ibid. 4:347.
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increased trade and prosperity for merchants and traders who bought goods in the East 

with greenbacks, and sold them on the Pacific Coast for gold. The state already enjoyed 

growth and prosperity as a result of the war, plus the population increased as people fled 

the violence in the East.

The Specific Contract Law became embroiled in controversy immediately. The 

statute posed a dilemma for Unionists. Many found themselves caught between support 

for the administration’s “greenback” policy and opposition to that policy due to its 

perceived negative economic impact on the state. The state Supreme Court ruled the law

38constitutional, and the law remained in effect.

Two years had elapsed since the first, grand Union demonstration on 

Washington’s Birthday in 1861. The citizens o f San Francisco celebrated with a grand 

military on Washington’s Birthday in 1863. Nine hundred officers and men paraded past 

the reviewers and the huge crowds, including the newly enrolled “California Battalion,” a 

second cavalry unit earmarked for service in the East. The California Second Brigade 

joined in the review. This unit consisted of the First and Second Regiments and the First 

Light Infantry. The spectators also cheered for the other sons o f the Golden State who 

served in California and other western territories, patrolled the Southwest with General

IQ
Carleton, and embarked with the “Hundred” to join the Army o f the Potomac.

Franklin Buck and his neighbors in Weaverville celebrated Washington’s 

Birthday on Monday 23 February. The area men had formed into a volunteer company 

called the “Halleck Rifles.” They drilled twice weekly, put on demonstrations for the

37Ibid. 4:347.
00

Alta  11 February 1864; 12 February 1864.
39Parsons, 31, 39-40.
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townspeople, wore uniforms, and carried a beautiful silk flag given to them by the ladies. 

A nearby town and their volunteer unit, the “Douglas City Rifles,” invited the people of 

Weaverville and the “Halleck Rifles” to celebrate with them. The two units engaged in 

some friendly competition in drilling and target shooting. One o f the “Hallecks” won the 

overall medal. The day continued with patriotic toasts and speeches, a dinner, and a 

military ball that lasted until four a.m. A month earlier, Buck had written to his sister, 

“We don’t take so much interest in the War because we have gotten used to it, I 

suppose.”40 Yet he and other Californians obviously took a tremendous interest in it. 

They took tremendous pride in their volunteer units and were “willing to do [their] part 

toward prosecuting it [the war],” as Buck boasted.41

Unlike other volunteers, Buck’s unit and others like it stayed in their towns and 

communities and served as a type o f “militia.” California required these volunteer 

companies to spend ten days a year in camp for military instruction. The men received 

the same food, uniforms and pay, lived in the same tents, and followed the same schedule 

and discipline as the regular army. Instructors came from the regular army, too. Camp 

life seemed to suit California’s men since it mirrored frontier life. They handled guns 

and horses easily and probably had the time o f their lives. “I expect we shall feel lost 

when we get home . . .  and we shall long remember the good times,” Buck lamented.42

40
Buck, “Yankee Trader,” 3 January 1863, 193-5.

41 Ibid., 197. Buck reported that ’’nearly all the Union men felt relieved when McClellan was 
relieved o f  his command. He was a great favorite o f  mine at the start. I liked the [m an]. . .  and I really 
hoped that he had some o f  his (Napoleon’s) genius [Buck thought he had sounded like Napoleon] but alas
for our hero, he couldn’t sustain the part.” Buck, “Yankee Trader,” 3 January 1863, 193.

42 Ibid., 197. Buck clearly enjoyed his military activities saying, “Nearly all my amusement this 
winter has been the ‘Halleck Rifles.’ ” Buck, “Yankee Trader,” 26 February 1863, 194.
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Across the continent, the Boston Evening Transcript announced the imminent 

arrival o f the “California Hundred” and gushed that the company should “have a warm 

reception on its arrival in this city.”43 The next day, the editors wrote that the California 

contingent “are [sic] receiving attention. . .  They are a fine looking body of men.”44 The 

citizens o f Boston feted the Pacific Coast men with a grand reception, speeches, parades, 

and dinners. One young lady presented the unit with a custom designed American flag 

that symbolized “how in you, Massachusetts and California strike hands together for the 

same undying purpose.”45 When the troops left for Camp Meigs, they had every reason 

to agree with the sentiments o f their commander, J. Sewall Reed, when he responded that 

the one hundred Californians came not as citizens o f California, nor citizens of 

Massachusetts, but citizens o f the United States and were “proud to enroll themselves 

under the quota o f Boston.”46

While the “Hundred” enjoyed their reception, recruiting continued in San 

Francisco for the four cavalry companies, eventually dubbed the “California Battalion.” 

Unlike the earlier recruitment, this effort generated mixed feelings and controversy 

among politicians, the people, and the press. The main criticism focused on the authority 

given to raise the battalion. The agreement between the War Department and individual 

citizens bypassed executive authority, and this troubled some. Governor Stanford 

opposed the venture, writing to General Wright in January that he knew “of no authority 

by which the governor of Massachusetts can raise volunteers in California, either through

43Evening Transcript Boston 2 January 1863 as quoted in Rogers and Rogers, 55.
44

Ibid., 57.
45Ibid., 65.
46Ibid., 65-7.
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the orders o f the War Department, or the inconsiderate and officious action o f citizens of 

this state.”47 He stated that although he would not interfere now, his silence should not

A O

imply his approval or inaugurate a precedent.

Some newspapers questioned sending troops to fill another state’s quota when 

California regiments needed men. Some concluded that Massachusetts selfishly 

requested troops and questioned why California should supply them. Others pointed out 

that Californians initiated the scheme and bristled at the idea that Massachusetts needed 

manpower. “The gist of the matter is that many of ‘our boys,’ not seeing any opportunity 

to get to the wars as a California regiment, induced . . .  others to solicit-to-beg-to- 

ENTREAT, that Governor Andrews or some other good Eastern governor would let them 

enlist,“ explained a Santa Cruz Sentinel editorial49 In the end, the Alta reported that 435 

officers, non-commissioned officers, buglers, enlisted personnel, and officers’ servants 

mustered in “to help maintain the government o f the United States, and participate in the 

great and stirring events at the East.”50

On 23 March 1863, the military units and citizens of San Francisco repeated the 

same exuberant sendoff for the “Battalion” as for the “Hundred.” Brass bands played, 

artillery fired salutes, and the dense crowd waved and cheered as the First Regiment and 

the Pioneer California Guard escorted the “Battalion” to the wharf. In the excitement, the

47 Governor Stanford to General Wright dated 24 January 1863, printed m the Oroville Weekly 
Butte Record, 4 April 1863, as quoted in Rogers and Rogers, 77.

4 $ t  u aIbid.
49Santa Cruz Sentinel 24 January 1863 as quoted in Rogers and Rogers, 77; Bulletin 3 March

1863.
50Alta  advertisement 14 February 1863 as quoted in Rogers and Rogers, 87.
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throng pushed a man into the water. After his rescue, the steamship Constitution, with 

the “Battalion” onboard, cast off.51

Unlike the previous departees, members o f the “Battalion,” including Private 

Thomas H. Merry, who served as a special correspondent for the Alta, sent regular 

dispatches and letters back to the West Coast. The Bulletin had a regular, although 

unnamed correspondent, too. The papers printed long, newsy letters that kept San 

Franciscans up-to-date on the unit’s activities. The New York Times and Boston Evening 

Transcript lauded the fine cavalry from California and they attended “welcome” parades, 

speeches, and receptions. The men finally arrived at Camp Meigs, near Boston, in April

1863. They mustered in as companies “E,” “F,” “L,” and “M” o f the same Second 

Massachusetts Cavalry Regiment.52

The Bulletin correspondent reported that the “California Battalion will rank 

among the most sober and orderly . . .  and subordinate in the army.”53 He reported on the 

marked difference in treatment experienced by the soldiers on the steamers o f the Pacific 

and of the Atlantic. During the Pacific leg o f the journey, the men enjoyed excellent fare 

and gentlemanly treatment from an obviously loyal crew. On the Atlantic vessel, the 

Ocean Queen, the men endured growls and threats accompanied by stale crackers and 

“salt junk.” “As to loyalty, I verily believed the vessel is destitute o f its virtues entirely,” 

he penned.54

Alta  23-24 March 1863 as quoted Rogers and Rogers, 107-113.
51 Alta 20 April 1863; Bulletin  30 April 1863. Like all but one o f  the California enlistees, Merry 

came to the Golden State in its early years o f  statehood from N ew York. He would return to San Francisco 
after the war, graduate with a law degree from Santa Cruz College, and live out his life in Ventura and
Santa Barbara. Rogers and Rogers, 6 9 ,1 1 5 , 122-4.

53Bulletin 2 June 1863 as quoted in Rogers and Rogers, 125.
54Ibid„ 124.
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The Alta correspondent concurred, reporting that the treatment Californians 

received during the voyage from Aspinwall to New York as “worse than dogs . . .  

crowded into a steerage.. .  [and] the food consisted o f decayed ‘salt horse,’ salt pork, and 

musty, hard bread.”55 Half-starved, emaciated, and sickly Californians reached New 

York and cursed the Ocean Queen, her captain, old [Cornelius] Vanderbilt [the owner], 

and all connected with his steamship line.56

Life at Camp Meigs brought surprises, frustration, and anger. The men expected 

greater war fervor and enthusiasm in the Bay State. Surprisingly, they discovered that 

Union enthusiasm “is much greater in San Francisco and throughout California than it is 

here in Massachusetts or New York.”57 The cavalrymen found most Massachusetts 

mustangs inferior, unbroken, and unfit for service. A near riot occurred when the men 

learned that their passage to the East, advertised in San Francisco as “provided for,” 

would come out of their own pockets. They had to sign over their promised enlistment 

bounty, and most refused until threatened with punishment or loss of furloughs and 

passes to leave camp. The Bay State was “not satisfied with us Californians coming here 

to fill up the Massachusetts quota, but that we should pay our own passages in the

CO
bargain,” Private Thomas Merry reported to the folks back home.

Most Americans, including the Californians, viewed the war as a struggle to 

preserve the Union not as an instrument of abolition. Not surprisingly, the men felt 

slighted to bivouac within a half mile o f the Fifity-fourth Massachusetts Volunteers, one

55Alta  20 May 1863, letter to the editor, as quoted in Rogers and Rogers, 131.
56Ibid.
57Alta  30 May 1863, letter to the editor, as quoted in Rogers and Rogers, 131-5. 
58 ., . ,

Ibid.
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of the first Black regiments. “ ‘Blackbirds,’ they are called here; they have flocked here 

to eat Uncle Sam’s rations, wear his uniforms, and then leave when they get tired of it,” 

Merry complained.59 When the Bay State governor spent more time reviewing and 

inspecting the Black troops, only glancing at the western men and dismissing them by 

saying that they “are a fine looking set o f soldiers, but rather green yet,” the private 

viewed this as treatment beneath a Black.60 The men reminded themselves that they 

fought, not for Massachusetts, but for the flag they loved and the honor and preservation 

of their country. Merry wrote that “the sooner we leave the better, for we care not to stay 

another day in Massachusetts.”61

By June 1863, the “California Hundred” had encountered Confederate troops in 

Virginia and had sustained its first casualty at the South Anna Railroad Bridge. At the 

same time, the “Battalion” had moved south and defended Washington D. C. as part of 

the cavalry force of the Department of Washington. They encountered guerrilla forces 

under General John S. Mosby and Colonel Elihjah V. White and learned their tactics. In 

July, they harassed J. E. B. Stuart’s cavalry in Maryland and played a part in Stuart’s 

delay in getting to Gettysburg.62

The boys from California, the “Hundred” and the “Battalion,” finally met in 

August at Centreville, Virginia. From then on, they shared nearly identical service and a 

combined story until casualties blurred their numbers and identity. For the rest o f  1863,

59 Ibid., 133-4. Franklin Buck read a wide variety o f  books. He also read Harpers [ Weekly] and 
Atlantic M onthly occasionally. He found it “full o f  abolition articles, [Charles] Sumner’s doctrines and 
Theodore Parker. I don’t subscribe to it. They are just as much enemies o f  the Constitution and the Union 
as Jeff Davis and the rest. . .  [and] if ever this difficulty is settled at the South I hope the people settle their 
hash effectually at home.” Buck, “Yankee Trader,” 3 November 1861,191.

60Alta  30 May 1863 as quoted in Roger and Rogers, 131-4; Star 6 June 1863.

61Rogers and Rogers, 134.
62Rogers and Rogers, 55.
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the Pacific troops, together with the Second Massachusetts and two companies ot New 

York cavalry, engaged White and Mosby’s guerrillas in Virginia. They frequently 

attacked the latter’s pickets, and, because o f their superior fighting skills, Mosby 

reportedly considered them his most formidable opponents.63

The Californians believed that they were a better class o f soldier than the 

Massachusetts boys, and they could outride anyone in either army. They bristled at the 

idea of being glorified security guards in the defense o f Washington. In July 1864, the 

Second Massachusetts engaged General Jubal Early’s cavalry as it passed through 

Rockville, Maryland, on its way to harass Washington D. C. Finally, the cavalry unit 

faced a formidable challenge. In a hard fought battle, the Federals repulsed the 

Confederates, largely through the bravery o f the Californians. They had finally fought a 

genuine battle against hardened rebel troops. One author, Michael F. Fitzgerald, who 

researched this battle, asserted, “They stubbornly held their own against a numerically 

superior force, [while] earning a solid reputation for toughness.”64

Despite their dwindling numbers as the war progressed, the Californians formed 

the core o f the Second Massachusetts Cavalry. The unit had an esprit de corps lacking in 

the rest o f the regiment. The record showed that a disproportionate number o f officers 

emerged from their ranks, which attested to their leadership qualities, and perhaps 

justified their arrogance and pride.65

63Michael F. Fitzgerald, “Jubal Early and the Californians,” Civil War Times Illustrated, 37 no. 2
(May 1998): 52.

^Ibid., 52 ,61 .
65Ibid., 51-60; Rogers and Rogers, 55; James McLean, California Sabres: The Second  

Massachusetts Cavalry in the C ivil War (Bloomington, Indiana: University o f  Indiana Press, 2000), 1-4; 
Parsons, 11-13,22. The Second Massachusetts Cavalry earned the dubious distinction o f  having the 
highest desertion rate among Massachusetts’ regiments. Almost twenty-five percent o f  the entire regiment
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Back home in August 1863, the last annual California Legislature adjourned. 

Lieutenant-Governor John F. Chellis spoke a valedictory address and claimed pride in the 

legislature’s accomplishments. “That you have promptly and courageously met every 

emergency,” he said, “is manifest by the grateful and general response which comes back 

to us from the loyal people o f  the East, who no longer doubt the loyalty o f California nor 

tremble lest the beloved flag o f our country should be lowered to the bands of treason on 

this frontier post o f freedom.”66

The amendments to the California Constitution passed by the 1862 legislature 

called for a general election on 2 September 1863. During the summer, the two political 

parties held their state conventions. John Conness, California’s newly elected junior 

senator, betrayed his Democratic roots and immediately took the position o f political 

“boss” o f the Union Party. He and his cadre selected the nominating slate. This party, 

which supported the administration and the strong prosecution o f the war, bypassed 

Governor Stanford, who withdrew before the convention, and Lieutenant-Governor 

Chellis. Conness managed the convention and manipulated the proceedings in favor of 

former congressman, Frederick Low, who received the nomination for governor, despite 

a strong showing by another former congressman, Aaron A. Sargent. The Bulletin 

headlined its editorial on 8 June 1863, “Conness -  Dictator o f the Pacific Coast?”67 The 

editorials lamented that Conness and his “fools” controlled the San Francisco and

deserted, but out o f  504 Californians, only twenty-four were listed as deserters. Harry W. Mortimer, 
California 100 and  Battalion, Lydia Lucas Private Collection, 116-9 as cited in Parsons, 31 n.

66 Hittell 4:351.
67Bulletin 8 June 1863; Hittell 4:352; Bancroft 7:303. Sargent wished to be governor after his 

defeat for senator. Phelps had no desire for the office. Bancroft decried the primary election system in the 
state and blamed it for the manipulation by political “bosses” and the corruption o f  conventions and 
elections. He claimed that “an honest election is an impossibility, candidates being placed . . .  for which 
the . . .  bosses alone are responsible, and in whom the people take little interest.” Bancroft 7:303.
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Sacramento County conventions, and the next day charged that “Conness holds the state 

o f California in the palm o f his hand.”

The Breckinridge Democrats found themselves in a precarious position. They 

proclaimed themselves a peace party and loyal to the Union, that is, the Union as it was 

and the Constitution as it is. At their state convention, the party nominated former 

governor, John G. Downey, as governor over two other candidates, including former 

senator and governor, John B. Weller. The delegates criticized the administration’s 

policies, condemned the conduct o f the war, and denounced the Emancipation 

Proclamation. The Union Democrats again refused all invitations to join the remnants of 

the Breckinridgites into a Fusion Democratic Party. In this election, the Chiv attempted a 

comeback, but their efforts failed. Californians elected Union Party candidate, Frederick 

F. Low, as their third wartime governor and the first to serve a four-year term. Sentiment 

in the state was decidedly pro-Union, and the results proved unequivocally one-sided, 

except in the Southland.69

A curious headline appeared in the Los Angeles Star on the morning after the 

Union Party victory in the state elections o f 4 September 1863. It announced, “The 

Triumph o f the Democracy o f the county is complete - our ticket has been carried in its 

entierty [sic] - from Governor to Constable.”70 The S tar’s subscribers read almost 

nothing about the statewide victory o f Frederick Low and the complete Union Party slate

68Bulletin 8 June 1863; 9 June 1863.
69Star  14 June 1862; 11 April 1863; 9 May 1863; 11 July 1863; 8 August 1862; 23 August 1862;

4 October 1862. A Star editorial declared that “the success o f  our State ticket is now conceded on all hands 
[and]. . .  steamers from the North assure us, that the people are rising in their might, determined to give a 
cordial and enthusiastic support to the nominees o f  the Democracy. Star 1 August 1863. A Star column 
predicted that on “the day o f  election . . .  counties will be found again united in choosing Democrats to vote
for a Democratic Senator.” Star 14 June 1862.

70
Ibid., 5 September 1863.
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and saw no statewide election results. Henry Hamilton only alluded to the Democratic 

defeat and bitterly blamed the nature o f the opposition and “the lukewarmness o f our own 

party” for “the most severe [struggle] we have been called upon to endure.”71 He 

charged that “on no former occasion was the weight o f civil and military, o f State and

77
Federal influence, so authoratively [sic] exercised, or so shamelessly abused.”

Authorities still feared secessionist activity in Los Angeles and posted a strong 

military presence there on Election Day. Soldiers patrolled outside precincts, cavalry 

rode around the streets during hours o f election, dragoons guarded some polling places, 

and a military band paraded all day. Hamilton did not claim that “any direct attempt was 

made at the precincts to order voters to deposit Republican ballots,” but he resented the 

presence as an attempt to impress voters o f Republican power.73 The Democratic Party, 

he said, was “no ways [sic] disheartened by this defeat.”74

For the first time, the Union Party made a relatively strong showing in the 

Southland. The results heartened the local loyalist paper, the News, whose editor denied 

the Star’ s charges. The editor blamed the Democratic decline on the fact that Hamilton 

ran and won a seat in the state Senate. The people also returned E. J. C. Kewen to the 

Assembly, so the two allies found themselves together again. In Sacramento, Hamilton 

had a fairly undistinguished six-month term, submitted a few minor bills, and, as one o f 

the “Five Copperheads” in the Senate, generally opposed the majority.75

72John W. Robinson, Los Angeles in C ivil War Days (Los Angeles: Dawson’s Book Shop,
1977), 114.

17>Star 5 September 1863.
74

Ibid., 5 September 1863; 15 September 1863.
75 Robinson, Los Angeles, 122-4. Newmark wrote that newspapers were risky ventures during the 

Civil War. The News, thoroughly loyal and untouched by government censorship, served a minority
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The September 1863 election climaxed a tragic year for the Southland. It had 

opened with drenching rains that seemed to exceed the magnitude of the 1861-2 deluge. 

San Bernardino bore the brunt o f the destruction as several rivers washed away 

everything in their paths. Judge Benjamin Hayes wrote that it “may probably not cause 

as great a loss of property . . .  [but] the amount o f water that fell in this valley [San

7 f tBernardino] and the vicinity has been greater than on any other occasion,”

From December 1862 to March 1863, a smallpox epidemic ravaged the 

Southland from Sonora to San Diego, including the already miserable San Bernardino 

County. Poor sanitation, climatic conditions, no quarantines, and failure to vaccinate 

Indians intensified the disease. In February, the citizens o f San Diego, Los Angeles, and 

San Bernardino counties petitioned the Indian Superintendent o f Southern California to 

“call your attention to the recent alarming spread of sm allpox.. . .  It is impossible . . .  at 

present to separate the two classes o f population [Indian and w hite]. . .  whatever may be 

done by the county and municipal authorities to mitigate, check, or eradicate this disease 

amongst the white, must connect itself with some measure for the particular benefit of the 

Indians.”77 Judge Hayes wrote the petition that requested competent, benevolent, and

78faithful physicians to visit and inoculate the Indians as soon as possible.

Harris Newmark recalled that deaths came so frequently, and fear of contagion 

became so widespread, that undertakers refused to bury the dead even without funerals.

population. It had “poor pickings” when it came to subscribers, which probably forced the reduction in 
subscription rates in 1863. Newmark, “Reminiscences,” 304-5. Bancroft related that R. P. Ramirez 
(Hamilton’s opponent) o f  Los Angeles contested Hamilton’s election “on the grounds o f  disloyalty, being 
an Englishmen, and not eligible.” N o one could refute the disloyalty charge, but an investigation 
substantiated the legality o f  his election. Bancroft 7:306.

76Hayes, “Diary,” 281; Robinson, Los Angeles, 114.
77Hayes, “Diary,” 281.
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The epidemic ravaged the Mexican and Indian population with as many as a dozen dying

per day. The Star's San Bernardino correspondent called it a “loathsome disease” and

reports o f unburied dead being “mutilated by hogs and dogs (‘surely an exaggerated

rumor,’ the Star editor m used.). .  .[were] a matter o f annoyance to the whites living in

the neighborhood.”79 Over half the Indian population o f Los Angeles and some

surrounding areas died. “What the white man’s harshness had begun, the white man’s

•  80disease completed,” asserted Los Angeles historian, John W. Robmson.

Tragedy continued in April when the Ada Hancock, a small ferry transporting 

fifty-three passengers and pleasure-seekers to the San Francisco-bound steamer, Senator, 

exploded. Twenty-six passengers died instantly, including the captains o f the Hancock 

and the Senator. Twenty suffered severe injuries, and only seven escaped unharmed, 

including the owner and staunch Unionist, Phineas Banning. A coroner’s inquiry placed 

no blame on the crew or the owner, but the latter paid the expenses of the injured and 

compensated the families o f the dead. For a little while, southern Californians, Unionists 

and Confederates, united in grief.81

The legislature had passed some highly controversial loyalty oath statues, called 

the “Back Republican test oaths.”82 Most southern Californians, like Democrats around 

the state, loathed these measure even though not all affected the Southland. The 

requirement that all lawyers and litigants in civil cases sign affidavits o f allegiance to the 

federal government had no impact in the area since most area attorneys had returned to

79Star 23 February 1863.
80Newmark, “Reminiscences,” 322; Robinson, Los Angeles, 114.
81Ibid, 116-7. One casualty was the son o f  the late Confederate General Albert Sidney Johnston. 

Newmark, “Rem iniscences,” 320.
82Robinson, Los Angeles, 117-8; Star 1 March 1863.
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their home states, and fought for the rebels. The lone remaining lawyer, E. J. C. Kewen, 

represented Los Angeles in the Assembly. The teachers’ oath of allegiance had a greater 

impact on the Southland community. It caused a disruption of schools and split the 

community. Some teachers refused to take the oath and resigned. Two ignored the oath 

and continued to teach. Most signed the oath, but pro-southern parents refused to send 

their children to Unionist teachers. Two thirds o f the area’s children attended either 

private schools or roamed the streets for the next two years. The Board o f Education did 

not punish the disobedient teachers and endured charges of indifference regarding the

83loyalty o f its employees.

Sectional feelings ran so high in Los Angeles in 1863 that the Fourth o f July 

passed nearly unnoticed. Union soldiers celebrated appropriately in their camps, and 

later that month they moved to Los Angeles to protect Union sympathizers who felt 

threatened. Southern sympathizers saw this deployment as intimidation, but Newmark 

wrote that it “gave Northerners more backbone.”84 This military presence, plus the 

Union victories in July 1863, prompted a mass Union demonstration in Los Angeles on 

27 September.85

Henry Hamilton and the Star virtually ignored the victories o f Gettysburg and 

Vicksburg in his newspaper. “The last week has been full of sensation [sic]  rumors —

83 Robinson, Los Angeles, 117-8, 123. The Star reported that “such an enactment is plainly in 
contravention o f  the express words o f  our Constitution: ‘No other oath, declaration, or test shall be required 
as a qualification for any office or public trust.’ ” Star 15 August 1863. The state Supreme Court upheld 
the oaths, a grand jury in San Francisco concurred, and the Alta  capital correspondent urged cheerful 
obedience to the statutes. Alta  27 March 1864; Newmark, “Reminiscences,” 308, 321.

84Ibid„ 321.
85Ibid.
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86for we cannot give credence to one half o f what we have been told,” he reasoned. The 

editor continued his tirades against President Lincoln and his administration. When the 

Emancipation Proclamation took effect, Hamilton called it “an outrage perpetuated in the 

name o f law, or such foul perjury committed, as by this man, sworn to maintain the

Constitution and govern by these laws.”87 His imprisonment for treason in October 1862

88had not lessened his anger and hatred o f the president.

The Star subscribers read weekly attacks on Lincoln and his administration, 

criticisms of the Union war effort, reprints of articles from like-minded journals, and lists 

of southern Californians who served in the Confederate army. Hamilton glorified 

Confederate victories, exaggerated state Democratic support, heralded growing war 

dissatisfaction, and dismissed or omitted any mention of Union successes. “For all 

intents and purposes, we might as well live in the Southern Confederacy as in Southern

89California,” wrote the Los Angeles correspondent for the Bulletin.

As 1863 closed, the new (and first) biennial legislature assembled in Sacramento 

in December. The members o f each chamber were more thoroughly loyal than any other 

legislature. Governor Stanford delivered his last message and prepared to leave office.

He spoke about the suppression o f California’s Indians, pointed with pride to the service 

o f the California Volunteers, weighed in on the legal tender vs. “greenback” debate, and

86Star 11 July 1863. Hamilton wrote that these dispatches “groaned under exaggeration. . . . [and] 
they smell o f  so low, if  not so foul a source that they forbid analysis. Star 11 July 1863.

87Star 3 January 1863.

88Robinson, Los Angeles, 111; Star  12 December 1863.
89Bulletin 15 September 1862; Robinson, Los Angeles, 106, 111-2, 118. The continual harangue 

against all things Union seemed only palatable to the most ardent secessionist. Others surely found the 
weekly tirades tedious. Star  2 December 1863.
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praised the generosity of gifts to the Sanitary Fund.90 He focused on the financial 

condition o f the state, and the developing mining and agricultural considerations. “From 

a state entirely at the mercy of others for the comforts and necessaries of life, we have 

risen to an independent position, and some productions take precedence o f [sic] all other 

states in their annual. . .  yield,” he boasted.91 He suggested aggressive capital investment 

in new staple crops, such as tobacco, hops, sugar, hemp, and coffee. He predicted that 

eventually the Golden State would rival or surpass Louisiana in sugar, Virginia in 

tobacco, and North Carolina in tar production.

California’s population increased as war weary emigrants trekked to the West 

Coast, and its economy boomed as these newcomers enriched the vibrant adolescent 

state. The Federal victories o f July turned the tide for the Union and invigorated 

California’s Unionists. California’s congressmen, Phelps, Sargent, Low, and their 

successors, Thomas B. Shannon, William Higby, and Cornelius Cole represented the 

Golden State reasonably well. California would continue to receive lackluster 

performances from its United States Senators, the retiring Latham, the incoming Conness, 

and the embarrassingly inept McDougall, but state officers and legislators staunchly 

supported the Union. The new governor, Frederick Low, inaugurated in December 1863, 

addressed his plans for the state during the next four years. The Union Party finally had 

complete control.93

90Newmark noted that southern California, with its pronounced southern sympathies, had
contributed nothing to the Sanitary Fund by November 1863. In time, Union supporters, indignant and
somewhat embarrassed, “did make up a small purse.” Newmark, “Reminiscences,” 325-6.

91Hittell 4:368-9.
92, , . ,Ibid.
93Ibid. 4:366-7,290; Bancroft 7:305; Alta  7 September 1864.
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CHAPTER FIVE 
1864

“We Have At Length Arrived At A Point From Which Daylight Is Discernible”

On 1 January 1864, the Daily Alta California entered its sixteenth year o f

publication. The editors proudly lauded the journal’s growth, alongside that o f the young

state, its completeness and speed of coverage o f all important events “not only in this

State, but throughout the Globe,” and its commitment to “the promotion o f the public

good.”1 The Civil War extended the paper’s range and influence, and the editors proudly

boasted that it reported the events of the current war “simultaneously with its publication

on the other side o f  the continent.”2 The New Year’s Day issue pronounced that the year

“that was just ended at twelve o ’clock midnight was one o f the most disturbed the world

has witnessed for a century,” but the editors optimistically believed “that we have at

length arrived at a point from which daylight is discernible.”

In January, the newly convened biennial legislature passed another series of

strong loyalty resolutions that expressed uncompromising support for the administration

and all its war measures. Assembly Concurrent Resolution Number Thirteen endorsed:

all the measures of the National government to suppress the rebellion . . .  and 
reaffirming the unswerving loyalty of the State o f California . . . .  We indorse 
[sic] the financial policy of the Government, and the Legal Tender Law, as the

 ̂Alta 1 January 1864. The editors claimed that the Alta  was one o f  only two true “daily” 
(published seven days a week) newspapers in the world. “From . . .  [it’s] humble beginnings, it has gone on 
increasing, till, with its six pages, it has grown to a size larger than any other paper in the world.” Alta 1 
January 1864.

2Ibid.
3Ibid.
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great administrative measure for successfully carrying on the war against the 
rebellion . . . .  California will accept no peace which is not based upon an 
unconditional surrender.4

The resolutions also pledged California’s unwavering support for President Lincoln’s

Emancipation Proclamation, his plan for reconstruction, and his re-election as “the

instrument selected by Providence to lead the country in safety through all its perils and

restore it again to a peace in which no element o f discord shall be found.”5

The previous legislature had divided California into three Congressional districts.

The new legislature had the task of implementing these new regulations in time for the

1864 general election. Candidates for the House of Representatives would no longer run

“at large” throughout the state, and the elections switched from odd to even years. The

third or northern district centered on Marysville, the central or second district centered on

Sacramento, and the first or southern district included the “cow counties” of the

Southland. It also included San Francisco, presumably to prevent the election o f a

Democratic congressman from southern California.6

The redistricting plan had widespread approval since the United States

Constitution required representation in the House o f Representatives based on population.

The Alta editors pointed out that California now mirrored the older eastern states. The

new election schedule, however, created a new concern. Traditionally, congressmen took

their seats a scant four months after their election. This short time assured that the

representatives reflected the views of the people. The new interval became eighteen

4
Statues o f  California, Fifteenth Session 1863-4, 546-8, as quoted in Zorrow, “California 

Sidelights,” 52.
5Hittell 4:376.
6Alta 21 April 1864; Moody, “Politics,” 292.
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months between election and commencement o f duties. This longer period created a 

greater risk that the elected might not truly represent their constituents.7

As the era o f biennial legislatures began, the era o f legislative corruption seemed 

at an end. California had suffered from political sleaze since admission to the Union.

For fifteen years, the state’s leading newspapers decried the political wrangling, bribery, 

fraud, and duplicity that infected each subsequent session. The 1864 legislators,

g
however, manifested unexpected honesty, admirable conduct, and unswerving loyalty.

At least, they appeared that way “on paper.” The Sacramento correspondent for the Alta 

heartily endorsed the group as “the most economical Legislature California has ever been 

favored with — and the least objectionable in every point of view. . . .  In a word, the 

great majority o f the present Legislators are true and faithful representatives of the loyal 

masses o f the Golden State.”9

The new governor, Frederick Low, in his inaugural address, noted that the new 

assemblage must anticipate and provide for the needs and wants o f two years instead of 

one. He promised to reform various departments and carefully steward the state’s 

finances. He stated that “no tax should ever be laid upon commerce for the 

aggrandizement o f individuals or corporation or for the support o f useless public officers” 

and vowed to exercise his veto power “with caution and only in cases where to refrain 

would be detrimental to the best interests o f the state.”10 He seemed to find a great many 

bills detrimental to the state, because his record included a surprising number o f vetoes.

1 Alta  21 April 1864.
8Hittell 4:378.
 ̂Alta 18 January 1864.

10Hittell 4:372-3 .
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The legislators sustained some of his vetoes but not others, and it seemed to some 

observers that the governor enjoyed his veto power.11

The Sacramento correspondent for the Alta referred to Low as the “Veto 

Governor,” but as the legislative session proceeded, the Chief Executive earned the 

grudging respect o f  the Alta editors. He nobly lived up to his inaugural pledge and “used 

the veto power with wisdom as well as vigor.”12 Unlike their opinion of the governor 

that rose as the months passed, their estimation o f the legislature deteriorated rapidly 

toward the end of the legislative session. A series o f scathing editorials culminated with 

a blistering indictment that “the Legislature o f 1864, in the magnificence o f its robberies, 

has thrown all its predecessors in the shade.”13

The lawmakers passed appropriation measures with dizzying speed until the 

spending reached the constitutionally mandated debt ceiling o f three hundred thousand 

dollars. Special interests’ appropriations dominated the agenda, particularly subsidies, 

loans, and bonds for a small spur railroad, the Dutch Flats and Western Railroad, owned 

by Stanford and Company. To pay for this project slated to cross the Sierras to the 

Washoe (Nevada) and connect with a wagon road, the state Senate in one hour’s time, 

“voted away one-fourteenth of the real and personal property of the State.”14

The Alta  editors viewed this project as a scheme to line the pockets of the 

owners, a “ ‘ring’ for the plunder o f the people,” an outrageous raid on the finances o f the

HIbid., 4:375.
UAlta  23 March 1864; 2 April 1864.
13Ibid.; Alta  3 April 1864.
14Ibid., 26 March 1864; 30 March 1864; 24 March 1864; 2 April 1864. The editors believed that 

the scheme had no connection to the Pacific Railroad project and even if the “projectors” were sincere, the 
“road will never cross the mountains, because the route marked out for it is impracticable [ s i c ] ” 2 April 
1864.
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state, and a subversion of the California Constitution.15 The managers exploited the 

public’s desire for a transcontinental railroad and characterized the Dutch Flats project as 

part of the Pacific railroad, a claim vigorously denied by opponents. When Governor 

Low vetoed the bills, and the legislature upheld the vetoes, the Alta headline read, “The 

Late Triumph of the Constitution.”16 The veto saved the state thousands o f dollars and 

established Low’s reputation as a firm and judicious administrator.17

The Los Angeles Star remained as stridently anti-administration, anti-Lincoln, 

anti-Union Party, and anti-war as ever. Henry Hamilton held a seat in the California 

Senate, and although an interim editor published his paper, the editorial policy remained 

the same. When Governor Low delivered his inaugural address, the editor noted that it 

was “spoken of as a very able document,” but he disagreed and confessed to “obtuseness, 

for we can’t see it.” 18 He stressed that it contained nothing to applaud, just “a goodly 

array o f words, but a plentiful scarcity o f suggestions . . .  plenty o f promises . . .  [but] let 

us wait for the performance.”19 The editorial compared Californians to humble sufferers 

in the Bible and urged consolation in the scripture verse, “Sufficient for the day is the evil 

thereof.”20

The service of the state’s United States Senators continued to be a source of 

embarrassment and disgust. Since admission, it seemed impossible to find a competent

15Ibid.
^A lta  6 April 1864.
17Ibid. James J. Ayers, eyewitness and diarist o f  the period, described Low as an intelligent man, 

a fine executive, and he “gave the State an administration with which no grave fault could be found. “
James J. Ayers, “Gold and Sunshine: Reminiscences o f  Early California.” California As I  Saw It: First- 
Person Narratives o f  C alifornia’s Early Years, 1849-1900  American Memory, Library o f  Congress 
(online), 199.

^Star 26  December 1863.

19Ibid.
20Ibid.
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and effective representative. The senatorial selections had never brought honor to the 

young state, and each election reeked o f corruption and political opportunism. No matter 

how solid their credentials, the winners soon revealed their agenda, which generally 

focused on themselves. The current twosome proved no exception. As one Alta reader

put it, “California is an unfortunate state Like other sister States, she has her

Washington senators. There ends her good fortune. One o f her senators is devoted to the 

House of Bourbon (Kentucky Branch); the other is devoted to himself.”21

In 1861, the California legislature had overlooked this fondness for bourbon and 

elected James McDougall to represent the state, based on his strong Union credentials.

By 1864, however, his political and personal conduct plus his associations and 

intemperance, infuriated the press and lawmakers who contended that he no longer 

reflected the loyalty o f the people o f California. The Alta editors complained that “loyal 

men at this time, do not know how to take h i m. . . .  His affiliations . . .  have been 

altogether with those whose loyalty to the government is at least an open question. Mr. 

McDougall is . . .  a Copperhead.”22

Even when McDougall spoke on the Senate floor and condemned the French 

occupation o f Mexico (which seemed to be his only interest), there were doubts about his 

motives and sincerity. When he introduced a resolution that asserted the principles of the 

Monroe Doctrine, his Senate colleague, Conness, objected to the resolution, and the

21 Alta 12 February 1864; Hittell 4:376.
22

Alta  13 January 1864. The Copperheads rejected him, too. The Star reprinted an editorial, from 
the Stockton Independent, that described McDougall as one o f  two habitual drunkards in the Senate. “He 
seldom troubles the Senate Chamber with his presence . . . .  His moral character is just what it was when 
he received the votes o f  every Administration member o f  the California Legislature for the dignified 
position which his habits degrade.” The Copperhead editorial, however, did think that McDougall was a 
more superior senator than Administration senators, Benjamin Wade o f  Ohio, Zachariah Chandler o f  
Michigan, John Hale o f  N ew  Hampshire, and James Lane o f  Kansas. The editors sarcastically called them 
all “models o f  loyalty.” Star 19 March 1864.
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matter died. The Alta editors noted that his speech demanding the removal o f the French 

army from Mexico may have “gained for him considerable fame as a statesman, but we 

are convinced that, on closer examination, it will be found on very flimsy ground.”23 The 

paper acknowledged the uncharacteristic boldness o f McDougall’s resolution, but 

questioned the “soundness or sincerity of the source” since he “acts, associates and votes 

with that party which in time of war and at the moment of victory shouts for the 

abasement o f the National Government.”24

Unfortunately, McDougall’s term did not end until 1867, so the legislature 

introduced a resolution demanding that he resign his seat. Both houses introduced 

several amendments outlining his indiscretions. In the end, they passed a resolution 

intended to dissociate California from his behavior since it did not reflect the wishes, 

opinions, or habits o f its loyal citizens. “Those voting in the negative [for the resolution] 

are all sympathizers o f the Confederate cause,” reported the Sacramento correspondent to 

the Alta 25

Not surprisingly, the Star’s Hamilton opposed the sanctions against Senator 

McDougall. The paper had never favored McDougall, his election had merited only a 

small, one line announcement on an inside page, and reports of his drunkenness and 

absenteeism appeared in its columns. Despite his “degraded” behavior, however, the

23Alta 13 January 1864. The Alta  editors questioned his motives and asked, “What, then, can be 
the object o f  Mr. M cDougall’s resolutions? Does he propose to get up a war with France before the time 
comes, in the interest o f  Southern traitors?” They cautioned that if  his intention was patriotic, it was 
patriotism open to misrepresentation. Alta  13 January 1864.

24Ibid. The Washington correspondent for the Alta  described McDougall as remarkably quiet 
during the session “until he issued his annual manifesto against France . . .  declaring the occupation o f  
Mexico [by France] is an offence [s ic ]  to the people o f  the United States,” and might require a declaration 
o f  war. The writer stated that the resolution would attract little attention from anyone, except McDougall, 
and none from the administration. Alta  30 April 1864.

25Hittell 4:376; Alta  11 February 1864.
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• • • 26editor viewed the sanctions as a direct result of McDougall’s Democratic principles. In 

particular, he had contested the creation and admission o f West Virginia in 1863. 

Democrats, including Hamilton, had opposed this action and claimed that it violated the 

constitution and rights of Virginia. Hamilton had lauded MacDougalPs stand against the

97creation o f the new state as “dedication to the Constitution.”

California’s junior senator, John Conness, proved troublesome too. He enjoyed 

phenomenal luck and an amazing genius for reinventing himself on cue. The Alta (and 

other San Francisco newspapers) detested Conness and puzzled over his election to the 

Senate, especially after his sound defeat for governor in 1861. During the 1863 contest 

for senator, his supporters claimed that, although he lacked education or talent, Conness 

had a large family, and apparently, needed the job. Once in the capital, he displayed a 

particular talent for injudicious rhetoric, “fence straddling” on controversial issues, and 

self-promotion. The Alta editors characterized him not as the representative o f California 

but “the agent in Washington of a clique o f spoilsmen.”28

Since McDougall generally commanded little power or respect, Conness tried to 

fill the void and became California’s loudest voice in Washington. The volume of his 

voice, however, did not always translate into wisdom, and he lacked the clout he

Star 19 March 1864.

27Ibid., 23 March 1861; 20 February 1864; 19 March 1864.
28

Alta  20 January 1864; Bulletin 12 January 1863; 10 February 1863. In a debate over a 
conscription law, Conness opposed the exemption o f  Quakers, called the current war “a Quaker war,” and 
lectured that, “this aggression against the institution [o f slavery] has been the object o f  their fostering and 
care for two hundred years.” To call the war “aggression against slavery,” caused a vocal reaction on the 
Senate floor and outraged the A lta  editors. For a pro-slavery senator from Delaware, the misstep by a 
northern Senator represented a semantic victory, and he twisted the Californian’s words. He “brought Mr. 
Conness “ to “a standstill,” presumably when Conness realized what he had actually said. Unable to repair 
the damage, Conness took great pains to reiterate his strong anti-slavery stance. To the Alta  editors, this 
misstep and embarrassment showed Conness’s lack o f  education and fitness for his office. Alta  15 February 
1864.
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supposed he had. He championed unpopular causes, which earned criticism back home. 

He advocated two major issues that he promoted as positive measures to enrich the 

federal government. Conness urged the admission of Nevada, with its vast mineral 

resources, into the Union. The Alta editors saw the statehood vote as unwise and 

premature. When the people of Nevada rejected the state constitution, they praised the 

wisdom of Nevada residents and assailed Conness for his bad judgment.29

For a man with so little preparation for the job, he manifested a particular knack 

for attempting to accumulate power in California as well as Washington. He urged the 

repeal o f the Specific Contract Law by the California Senate and applied pressure on 

undecided state senators to vote for repeal. The Senate, however, upheld the Specific 

Contract Law to the delight o f the Pacific Coast. An eyewitness noted that when the 

Senate presiding officer announced the results o f the vote, spontaneous applause and 

cheers broke out among the normally dignified senators and the crowded gallery. The 

press strongly criticized Conness for his stand on the Specific Contract Law. The Alta's 

Sacramento correspondent excused Washington politicians for urging the greenback 

policy since they had no knowledge o f California. Conness, however, “is thoroughly

29 Ibid., 2 May 1864. The Alta  editors believed that Nevada was not ready for statehood, was ripe 
for exploitation by greedy politicians like California (most o f  the disgraced Chiv now resided in Nevada), 
and hoped the territory would benefit from California’s turbulent and corrupt example. The Alta 
correspondent in Washington wrote, “This gentleman [Conness] has been on the floor as often, perhaps, 
since he was a member o f  the body, as any other Senator, although he has had little to s a y . . . .  An 
elaborate and well-designed speech has not yet been exhibited. Conness has that kind o f  popularity and 
influence . . .  accorded to those who manifest a determination to render unquestioning support to the 
government; b ut . . .  belongs to a class, now too common in that high forum, who are not calculated to add 
luster to its history.” Alta 28 March 1864.
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familiar with the workings o f our gold and silver currency policy, and must be fully 

aware that the people desire no change.”

He created another furor with an unsuccessful attempt to manipulate the United 

States District Court in San Francisco. The Alta editors reported on his attempt to oust an 

honorable judge, Ogden Hoffman, and appoint “some importunate favorite” to the 

bench.31 Apparently, Judge Hoffman had rendered some unpopular decisions, but there 

seemed no justification for removal. The scheme ultimately proved unsuccessful, but the 

Alta editors sermonized that Conness might be fit for the office he held if  he ever learned 

that “the intrigues of Ward politics are altogether out o f place in the United States 

Senate.”32

Conness’ maneuvering, which the Alta editors labeled, “The Raid on the U. S. 

District Court,” spotlighted the plight o f California’s representation in Congress.33 

Unfortunately, Conness spoke as the voice o f California because McDougall ignored his 

responsibilities and often acted like a clown. In the House, according to the editors, one 

member followed Conness’ lead completely, and another, although talented, said little 

and had done nothing since his election. The third member, the only one who “does not

30Ibid. When a bill to tax the mines o f  the West Coast came before the Senate, the prominent 
citizens o f  San Francisco sent a telegram to Conness, imploring him to present this subject “in its proper 
light before the Senate.” Alta  2 May 1864; 3 January 1864; 11 February 1864. A  bill did pass that levied a 
five-tenths percent tax on gold bars in June. Robert Chandler, “An Uncertain Influence: The Role o f  the 
Federal Government in California, 1846-1880,” California H istory (Winter 2003): 240-1. The California 
Senate defeated the bill to repeal the Specific Contract Law by a vote o f  24 to 14. Conness had written a 
letter to Treasury Secretary Chase advocating the repeal o f  the Specific Contract Law. Conness’ support 
for repeal infuriated California solons, even som e Copperheads, who voted to uphold the law instead o f  
doing anything to support the administration. Alta  12 February 1864.

31Ibid., 17 March 1864; 6 April 1864.
32Ibid., 10 March 1864; 17 March 1864. An A lta  article reported that the Senate o f  the United 

States indefinitely postponed the bill to oust Judge Ogden Hoffman, thus effectively ending Conness’ 
scheme. Alta  6 April 1864.

33Ibid., 17 March 1864.
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run in the Conness groove . . .  [is] only a Congressman [and] cannot hope alone to thwart 

the schemes o f a Senator!” complained the editors.34

In 1863, the junior senator had engineered the nominations o f his handpicked 

election slate including Governor Low, despite the concern of many o f the state’s leading 

newspapers that feared the connection between the two men. He became an invisible yet 

potent force in the legislature with his “men” taking a strong position on nearly every 

issue. His grip became so strong and complete that an anti-Conness faction grew within 

the Union Party to oppose him and his supporters.

In Los Angeles, Henry Hamilton clearly detested Conness and “his hirelings 

[who] are determined to rule or ruin.”36 His editorials referred to him as a trickster, a 

political Baal, and “every man must acknowledge that Conness is the lord o f the Pacific

•17 #
Coast -  he can make, and he can unmake, and he alone is to be feared.” Hamilton also 

expected a struggle between Conness and “[the] old time, long-tried and outspoken 

Abolitionists,” like former senatorial opponents, Phelps, Sargent, and Parker, for control 

o f the state elections.38 The editor viewed the factional strife in the legislature with glee. 

“Let them fight. Their defeat is the people’s gain,” he declared happily.”39

In early March 1864, the Union loyalists in California suffered a wrenching loss 

when Unitarian minister, Thomas Starr King, unexpectedly died. This fiery young orator 

had migrated to California shortly before the war and immediately used his pulpit and

34 . . . ,Ibid.
35Ibid., 12 February 1864; 4 March 1864; 26 March 1864.
2,6Star 13 February 1864.
3 7 t  u aIbid.

38Ibid.
39Ibid.
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rhetoric to rally the Union cause. He became the driving force behind the Sanitary Fund, 

and he personally helped cement the state’s commitment to the Union cause. He attained 

a prominent place in the pantheon o f California patriots, and along with Colonel Edward 

D. Baker, General Edward V. Sumner, and General Albert Sidney Johnston, earned a 

nomination as the savior of California for the Union.40

The A lta ’s black bordered front page proclaimed, “The giant heart has ceased its 

beating, and Starr King is dead . . . .  The city, the State, and the nation mourn a loss 

which nothing can replace.”41 Both the Senate and Assembly passed resolutions that 

lauded his contributions to the state, ordered the flag over the capitol flown at half-staff, 

and adjourned for three days in his memory. All federal and state offices and courts 

adjourned, and the Alta editors encouraged the merchants o f the city to follow suit.42

His steadfast patriotism received national attention when Harper’s Weekly, in a 

eulogy on 19 March, poignantly wrote that “his clear perception, his fervid eloquence, his 

simple manners and life, his unassuming piety, his signal sagacity took the heart o f the 

young and distant State and held it fast to the common mother.”43 Like Moses leading 

his people to “the promised land,” Starr King died before the final victory for which he 

labored so tirelessly.

In 1864, despite the Union successes in the East, the defense o f California’s long, 

remote coastline still remained a very real concern, and the citizens o f the whole state felt

40Hittell 4:377; Alta 4-5 March 1864. The Alta  announced his death and devoted an entire issue to 
his life and death. The paper described him as one “who was largely instrumental in the first stormy years 
o f  the rebellion in saving this State from political death.” The editors acknowledged California’s loss but 
penned, “Let the Nation through the Sanitary Commission speak first, as w e hold our peace, for theirs is the 
greater loss.” Alta  5 March 1864.

41Ibid., 4 March 1864.
42Ibid., 5 March 1864.
43“Thomas Starr King,” H arper’s Weekly, 19 March 1864, 178d, Harp Week (online).
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the frustration. The legislature, state officers, military officials, and congressional 

delegation had lobbied authorities throughout the war for arms, munitions, warships, and 

money. Each time, the War Department countered with a pledge to protect the Pacific 

Coast. With each federal promise, the legislature had halted its attempts to appropriate 

state funds for that purpose. Washington, however, delivered few promised armaments. 

When the government did allocate one hundred thousand dollars to strengthen Bay Area 

harbor fortifications, red tape and mismanagement doomed that venture. Finally, an 

exasperated San Francisco requested the same amount from the legislature, and the 

equally exasperated Alta  editors could not hide their skepticism and scorn. “As soon as 

everything is in proper train, the inevitable telegram from Washington will reach us, 

setting forth that there is no necessity for the expenditure of any money on our part, for 

the General Government will attend to everything,” they scoffed.44

Californians believed that the rebel raider, C.S.S Alabama, reportedly operating in 

the Pacific, posed a significant threat to their state. Rumors also surfaced about a 

possible attack from an “Anglo-Chinese fleet,” a curious armada o f six ships allegedly 

built in England for the Emperor o f China, but actually intended for the Confederacy.

The specifics and destination o f this “fleet,” and the veracity o f this rumor remained 

cloaked in mystery. Nevertheless, the Alta editors urged preparation, vigilance, and the 

services o f the ironclad, U.S.S. Camanche 45

44Alta  17 February 1864; 19 January 1864.
45Alta  18 February 1864. “Under all the circumstances o f  the case, it [Angle-Chinese fleet] is just 

as well for us to be thoroughly prepared,” cautioned the editors. Alta  18 February 1864. The editors also 
criticized Britain for its “neutrality” policy. “England, during the last three years, has set an example o f  
neutrality that cannot fail to react against herself the moment she becomes involved in war with any first- 
class Power.” Alta  14 February 1864.
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Unfortunately, the Camanche and her delivery vessel, the sailing ship Aquila, 

sank in a storm soon after their arrival in the harbor and still lay at the bottom of San 

Francisco Bay. The War Department had sent this monitor (ironclad) in response to 

California’s defense request, but since sinking in a storm, the fate o f both crafts remained 

mired in litigation and wrangling. The public suggested several imaginative methods to 

raise the vessels, the legislature debated the feasibility and expense involved, and the 

newspapers monitored the whole episode with obvious cynicism. One Alta 

correspondent asked scornfully if  “we can tell whether the object o f building and sending 

out the Camanche was for the protection o f the harbor or to lie in the mud at the bottom 

of the bay?”46

Finally, after months of slow, rancorous debate over culpability and ownership, 

salvage began on the Aquila. San Franciscans only cared about her cargo, the Camanche, 

and then, just her guns. Several Alta articles suggested various ways to retrieve and 

mount the guns, even if the monitor remained submerged. “There is no disguising the 

fact that . . .  we have no vessel o f w a r . . .  at present in our harbor. The Monitor, with her 

two 15 inch guns, could, were she afloat, knock a dozen such ships as the Alabama into 

splinters, and consume but little time in the jo b ,” asserted the correspondent47

In June, the Camanche, although completely salvaged, still remained 

unassembled. The paper’s editors, speaking for the public, questioned why the delay, and

46Ibid., 9 January 1864.
A1VoiA.\ A lta  31 March 1864; 6 May 1864; 16 January 1864; 18 January 1864; 19 January 1864; 12 

July 1864. On 31 July 1864, the Alta  reported on the sale o f  the sailing ship, Aquila , and its 
dismemberment for salvageable metals and scrap. The article, “The Last o f  the Aquila ,” claimed that 
except for the copper, the rest would make “excellent chicken feed . . . .  I f  we ever again put pen to paper 
on account o f  that villainous old bait box, may w e be blessed and all our children after us. We have done 
with her now and forever.” Alta  31 July 1864.
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who was responsible. “We think that [the contractors and underwriters] . .  . should . . . 

explain the mystery of this affair . . .  [and] . . .  let us know to whom to lay the blame, that 

some steps may be taken to correct the wrong, even to the citizens o f San Francisco 

taking the matter in their own hands,” they declared.48 By August, with the legalities 

finally settled, an Alta article reported on the swift progress o f the construction and 

claimed that work would finish sooner than expected. Eager visitors paid one and two 

dollars for the privilege o f viewing the monitor during repairs. About the same time, the 

Bay Area received notification that Congress had appropriated over three hundred 

thousand dollars to strengthen the fortifications at Fort Point and Fort Alcatraz and 

provide additional land defenses. Finally, in a dramatic ceremony, the citizens o f San 

Francisco viewed the launch of the Camanche on 14 November 1864. A jubilant Alta 

editorial pronounced it “another notable feature in the annals, not only o f San Francisco, 

but o f the whole Pacific Coast.49

The vessel joined the double ender side-wheel iron gunboat, U.S.S Wateree, 

which arrived in San Francisco in October. At the behest of California’s congressional 

delegation, the Navy had promised that vessel and her unfinished sister ship and 

delivered on one half of that promise. The Wateree possessed an iron hull, powerful 

engines, and superior maneuverability. Together, the Camanche and the Wateree calmed 

all fears about harbor defense. The Alta editors confidently boasted that no danger “can

48
Ibid., 8 June 1864.

4 9
Ibid., 15 July 1864; 13-14 August 1864; 15 November 1864. The money came with a 

stipulation that it was not for use on any existing fortifications. The threat from the C.S.S. Alabama ceased 
on 19 June 1864 when the U.S.S. Kearsarge sunk her o f f  the coast o f  France. No doubt Californians 
rejoiced at the news. Naval Historical Center (online), “C.S.S. A l a b a m a http://www.history.navy. 
mil/branches/orgl2-l.htm (accessed 10 June 2006). A ll proceeds from the “Camanche viewing” went to 
the Sanitary Fund. Just two weeks after the launch, an A lta  article denied a rumor that a gale had sunk the 
craft again as it lay at anchor alongside the wharf. Alta  28 November 1864.
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menace us while the strange craft now on the waves at the foot of Third St. rides the 

placid waters of our great inland sea.”50

The upcoming presidential election in November 1864 dominated the political 

landscape throughout the year. The state Union Party convention met in Sacramento in 

March. The assemblage directed the delegates, including Phineas Banning, the staunch 

loyalist from Los Angeles, to vote for Mr. Lincoln at the Baltimore convention in June. 

Bancroft recorded that nothing marked these men as extraordinary or notable “but 

California had gone through some disagreeable experiences with her brilliant men which 

made the usefulness o f others apparent.”51

President Lincoln seemed the likely Republican candidate, but he faced a rigorous 

campaign and formidable opposition. Salmon P. Chase, Lincoln’s Secretary o f the 

Treasury, posed the only real Republican challenger to the President’s re-nomination. 

Senator Conness apparently supported Chase’s candidacy when he wrote to the Secretary 

that he would “render homage to [his] Creator if  [he] knew that his country could have 

such a man for its next chief Magistrate.”52 After Chase withdrew from consideration in 

March, there still remained groups opposed to the President. A small, but determined

5<)Alta 5 February 1864; 14 November 1864. An Alta  article reported that on the day o f  the 
Cam anche’s launching, the U.S.S. Wateree remained at the Mare Island Navy Yard “undergoing a 
thorough overhauling and repairing after her long voyage.” The paper speculated that it would take “some 
weeks . . .  before she will return to the harbor in com plete sailing and fighting trim.” Alta  15 November 
1864. Neither ship fired their guns in defense o f  San Francisco. The Camanche finally entered service 
after the Civil War ended. She patrolled the West Coast waters solo for one year and continued patrolling 
with a larger ironclad for another quarter century. She served as the California Militia’s training ship from 
1896-7 and then served in the Spanish-American War in 1899. She was sold in 1899. Naval Historical 
Center (online), “U.S.S. C a m a n c h e http://www.history.navy.mil/ photos/sh-usn/ usnsh-c/camanche.htm  
(accessed 27 October 2007.) The Wateree left the Bay Area early in 1865 and patrolled the coast o f  
Central and South America until destroyed by a storm in 1868. Ibid. “U.S.S. Wateree 
http://www.history.navy.mil/photos/sh-usn/usnsh-w/wateree.htm (accessed 27 October 2007.)

5 Bancroft 7:308.
52John Conness to Salmon P. Chase, 24 October 1863 (Salmon P. Chase manuscripts, Library o f  

Congress), quoted in Zorrow, “California Sidelights,” 53.
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splinter party, the Radical Union, consisting mostly o f members of the German 

community, intended to nominate the Pathfinder, John C. Fremont, for president. Other 

small radical groups supported such candidates as Benjamin Butler and Nathaniel P. 

Banks. The New York Herald even supported General Ulysses S. Grant. More serious

* 53challenges, however, existed.

The Copperhead movement had steadily gained ground in the older states as the 

war continued, casualties mounted, and the draft escalated. That movement had split into 

two camps. One branch, the Peace Copperheads, advocated “peace-on-any-terms,” while 

another faction, the Constitutional War Copperheads, professed to support the war, but 

only if conducted on “constitutional terms.” Despite their so-called differences, they had 

identical aims. Whether they united or not, the Alta editors believed they would have 

little effect on the eventual outcome o f the election. The army represented the “wildcard” 

in the mix, but by 1864 it seemed that “the voice o f the army seems to incline in 

Lincoln’s favor,” reported the A lta ’s Washington correspondent, but huge uncertainties 

remained.54

The Copperhead movement in California never replicated its national influence 

but remained present and troublesome. State loyalists strongly supported Lincoln, but 

political conditions differed greatly from 1860. In the first Lincoln campaign, 

Republicans had a strong Pacific platform that appealed to voters. Californians 

desperately wanted the passage o f the Pacific Railroad bill, they had soured on the ten-

^A lta  9 February 1864; 23 April 1864; Bancroft 7:307. California had no use for Fremont by 
1864. Buck wrote, “Fremont has not disappointed us at all. You will gradually find out what we have all 
along known here in California, that he is an unmitigated scoundrel and will fervently pray to be forgiven 
for having voted for him in ’56.” Buck, “Yankee Trader,” 12 June 1864.

4Alta 8 February 1864; 29 March 1864; Bancroft 7:307-8.
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year rule of the pro-southern Chivalry wing of the Democratic Party, and the split in the 

party on the national level benefited Lincoln’s candidacy. These factors, however, no 

longer existed in 1864.55

Although the railroad bill had passed, its practical implementation appeared mired 

in controversy, political wrangling, and graft. Democrats, with no record to defend, went 

on the offensive, and attacked the president and his administration on its handling o f the 

war. They reminded the voters that Lincoln’s election precipitated this deadly war and 

forced Republicans to defend their war policies, including emancipation, which seemed 

to prolong it. This election seemed poised to become a referendum on Lincoln and his 

administration in California and the nation.56

The California Copperhead Convention met in May 1864 to elect delegates to the 

convention in Chicago. Interestingly, the assemblage elected four ex-governors (all 

named John) from California’s Chiv past as delegates to the national convention: Bigler, 

Downey, Weller, and McDougal. Ex-governor John B. Weller presided over the 

gathering as president, and ex-govemor John McDougal declined the selection as a 

delegate. The platform appeared to placate both divisions of the Copperhead sentiments. 

It stated that the federal government had a duty to prosecute the war and restore the 

Union but must use only constitutional means. It reaffirmed the doctrine o f states’ rights 

and called for “the Union as it was” presumably with slavery intact.37

55Moody, “Politics,” 288; Bancroft 7:307. The Copperhead press remained potent and worked 
fiercely against the Administration. The “cow counties” remained overwhelmingly Copperhead, and 
Bancroft reported that they used various “dirty tricks” to foil Unionists and manipulate elections. Bancroft
7:307.

56Ibid. 7:288.
57Alta 12 May 1864; Bancroft called the gubernatorial quartet, the “four Johns.” Bancroft 7:308; 

Ex-govemor, John McDougal, was no relation to Senator James McDougall.
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A jubilant San Francisco, draped in the national colors, celebrated the nomination 

o f Abraham Lincoln for a second term on 10 June. Lanterns lined the barricaded streets, 

bonfires blazed, rockets exploded, bands played patriotic songs, and several thousand 

citizens gathered in the streets. A crowd gathered for a huge mass meeting in Platt’s 

Hall, where speaker after speaker paid tribute to the Chief Executive, and rejoiced in his 

re-nomination. The Union Party’s selection o f Andrew Johnson for vice president also 

met with widespread approval. The Alta editors called him “ a true patriot” for his 

steadfast loyalty to the Union despite the secession o f Tennessee, and speakers lauded 

him for remaining “faithful to his country and his God.”

The Alta editors believed that the upcoming election represented the most serious 

decision the country had ever faced in its short history. Their editorials predicted 

alarming consequences if the nation changed administrations and warned that “if we 

change the Administration, the South will secure its independence, more divisions will 

take place, war will become chronic, and . . .  we will, like poor Mexico, fall prey to some 

foreign princeling.”59 In its opinion, Lincoln and Johnson headed “the ticket of national 

honor, national prosperity, permanent peace, freedom, republicanism, and humanity.”60

The editors hailed the Union Party platform and printed it in the 11 July issue.

The document proclaimed that “the Union must be preserved; that the country shall not 

be divided; that the rebels will be whipped until they submit to the laws; that slavery shall 

be extirpated . . .  -”61 It praised the stewardship o f Abraham Lincoln, stated that the army

58Ibid., 14 June 1864.
59Ibid., 8 November 1864.
60Ibid.
61Ibid., 11 July 1864.
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and navy deserved the thanks of the nation, and, of particular importance to the Pacific 

Coast, mandated the completion of the Pacific Railroad. The editors unconditionally 

approved of the planks and viewed the platform “as part o f the policy and germ o f future 

laws of the United States.”62

Although the re-election o f Mr. Lincoln seemed probable, rumors o f political 

maneuvering by the opposition to weaken and discredit the Union Party surfaced. The 

Alta editors believed that a conspiracy existed within the party to deprive the incumbent 

of California’s five electoral votes. They feared the selection o f un-pledged electors at 

the state convention who would vote as they pleased and not as directed. Concerns also 

materialized about the state’s congressional delegation and their lukewarm support for 

Mr. Lincoln’s re-nomination. The editors reported that “it is said that our 

Representatives . . .  are not particularly enthusiastic about . . .  the nomination o f Mr. 

Lincoln. “63 The worry ceased after the convention selected five reputable and staunch 

Lincoln men as delegates.64

The Democratic convention in Chicago nominated General George B. McClellan, 

former commander-in-chief o f the Union armies. His nomination proved problematic for 

the rabid, fire-eating Copperheads in California. The party platform stressed loyalty to 

the Constitution, immediate efforts to end hostilities, and restoration of the federal Union.

63Ibid., 14 August 1864. The editors feared California electors might embarrass the state and vote 
for an unfit candidate. John C. Fremont headed that list o f  unfit candidates in their opinion. California’s 
love affair with Fremont had ended long before 1864. The editors believed that the “battle was virtually 
won” when the eastern results o f  the October elections gave a clear victory to Union party candidates. Alta 
15 October 1864.

64Ibid., 14 August 1864; 3 September 1864. The editorial staff approved o f  the five selections and 
believed them to be men o f  high ability and reputation. “No one doubts for a moment that all are honest in 
their Unionism, and abundantly able to perform all the duties o f  the position.” Alta 8 November 1864. 
Franklin Buck echoed the Alta editors’ confidence and wrote, “We have no doubt about carrying this State 
for Lincoln and Johnson.” Buck, “Yankee Trader,” 25 September 1864, 200.
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The Copperheads or Peace Democratic faction had no wish for the restoration of the 

Union. They consistently claimed that the War Democrats were not true Democrats, and 

that the South would eventually gain its independence. The Copperhead leaders, 

however, rationalized that McClellan, as the party nominee, had to accept the conditions 

o f the platform even though he had previously favored the prosecution of the war. The 

Alta editors doubted that these zealots could now accept a candidate who had fought 

against the rebels, and perhaps, would again. “Are they now willing to abandon the 

principles for which they have fought so long and so bitterly?” they mused.65

The reactions of the state’s newspapers reflected the dilemma. Fewer than twelve 

o f the state’s Democratic papers supported McClellan, and others only reluctantly 

supported his nomination. The Napa Echo refused to print the candidate’s name on their 

masthead, while the state’s leading Copperhead journal, the Marysville Express, initially 

denounced the candidacy of “Little Mac,” but eventually gave him their grudging 

support. “We accept the nomination of McClellan and support him upon the ground that 

standing on the platform of principles enunciated at Chicago, he can not be a war man,” 

the editors reasoned.66 Another paper, the Sonora Democrat editorialized that “we . . .  

have no doubts [about the platform] — it unquestionably means peace. Accepting his 

nomination on a peace platform, General McClellan becomes [an] exponent and 

representative o f the peace party, and we hope and trust o f [sic] an early and honorable 

pacification o f our national troubles.’

65Alta 5 September 1864; 7 September 1864; 9 October 1864.
66Ibid.; Alta 5 September 1864; 19 July 1864. M arysville Express reprinted in the Alta  19 July 

1864 and 5 September 1864.
67Ibid., 5 September 1864.
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The editors of the Alta attempted an objective analysis of McClellan’s nomination 

and the Democratic platform. They conceded, “General McClellan has established his 

right to be considered a loyal man, determined to maintain the Union against all 

hazards.”68 They appeared reluctant to demonize all Copperheads and admitted that “it 

would be unjust to the National Copperhead party to assert that they favor disunion.”69 

They acknowledged that the platform, although loathsome to Unionists, contained a 

pledge o f loyalty to the Union, the Constitution, and sympathy for the soldiers o f the 

Union army. The editors, however, doubted that the rabid fire-eating Copperheads could 

support the platform, and they concluded “that it would not be strange if many should 

flatly refuse to accept the Chicago candidate.”70

Announcements appeared daily in the papers calling on citizens to support their 

candidates and attend political gatherings. Rallies, fireworks, torchlight parades, and 

speeches characterized the campaign season in both the cities and small towns. Alta 

correspondents reported on Union demonstrations throughout the state. One reporter 

attended a rally in San Jose where a Spanish-speaking Unionist captivated the crowd. 

Another front-page article claimed that Petaluma Unionists staged the largest rally ever 

held in Sonoma County. Confident Republicans in Stockton told another reporter, 

“Democrats have given up the county to us by four hundred votes.”71

Franklin Buck and his neighbors in Weaverville commenced the political 

campaign with a hearty Union meeting, an address by Sam Brannan [former vigilante and

Ibid.; Alta 19 July 1864.
6 9 , , . ,Ibid.
7°Ibid.; Alta 7 September 1864.
71 Alta 8 November 1864.
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soon-to-be Union elector] and fireworks, cannon salutes, and military drills. He wrote to 

his sister that the people o f Weaverville “intend to make such a demonstration as will 

strike terror to the hearts o f the Copper heads [sic]”12 Buck labeled the nomination o f 

McClellan “a bitter pill for what constituted the Democratic Party here to swallow, as all 

their leaders are southern men, straight out Secesh.”73 He made a distinction between his 

neighbors who were Yankee Copperheads, numbering seventy-one Irish and Dutch, “a 

few (nine) renegade Yankees,” and the southerners.74 Buck had nothing but contempt for 

the Yankee Copperheads and explained that he and his neighbors “don’t associate with 

them here. We have nothing in common.”75 Buck surmised that they would vote for 

McClellan. He seemed to have grudging respect for the southerners, who were 

“consistent, outspoken rebels [and] one can talk with them.” In the end, Buck claimed 

that they did not vote for McClellan.76

California Volunteers began returning to the state after their grueling service in 

the West. Union sentiment remained strong and some tried to re-enlist in other volunteer 

regiments. Some still yearned to see action in the East. In October, the front page o f the 

Alta noted that some forty returning veterans left on a steamship for the East and intended 

to enlist in the Army of the Potomac. The article praised their bravery and patriotism and 

wished them well. Another article highlighted the Unionist fear that many of the 

veterans, more than five hundred men recently discharged from duty in the Southwest,

72Buck, “Yankee Trader,” 25 September 1864, 200.
73Ibid., 13 November 1864, 201.

74Ibid.
75lbid.
76Ibid. The Alta  editors had reported that the true fire-eating Copperheads, in their loathing o f  

McClellan, ’’have vowed that, if  the war is to continue, they want the Union party, to manage it.” Alta 7 
September 1864.
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Oregon, Nevada, and Washington Territory, might support “Little Mac.” These former 

soldiers held a meeting in San Francisco and reportedly intended to participate in a 

McClellan demonstration shortly before the election. Unlike their brethren still on duty

• 77m the West, these men could vote in the election.

If  the antipathy toward the Lincoln Administration existed, perhaps its roots lay in 

the anger and resentment felt by many of the California Volunteers. One angry 

California soldier, serving with Carleton in the Southwest, wrote a scathing letter to the 

Alta detailing the terms of discharge for nearly two thousand men. The military intended 

to discharge them in Arizona and New Mexico and furnish no transportation to their 

recruitment point. This policy forced the men to traverse dangerous, hostile territory on

n o

foot without supplies, protection, or the means to secure the same.

He charged that his superiors, whom he dubbed “Carleton & Co.,” publicized the 

false idea that the volunteers wished to leave the service but remain in the Southwest to 

secure rich mining claims.79 “The idea,” he declared, “although glaringly false, has 

appeared so plausible to the outside world that it has been taken for granted . . .  [even] in 

California.”80 The writer felt betrayed by the government and the military, cheated by 

unscrupulous merchants, and victimized by the commanders. He railed at the unjust 

treatment they received at the end of their military service, and believed that “it is but a

77Ibid., 13 October 1864; 5 December 1864. An article in the Alta outlined a plan afoot to 
organize a corps under General Winfield Scott Hancock, composed o f  soldiers who had served for two 
years and upwards. The bounty offered by the government amounted to three hundred dollars greater than 
offered other corps. California volunteers hoped that this corps might finally furnish them the opportunity 
to travel to and participate in the eastern front o f  the war against the rebels. Alta  5 December 1864. Ten 
days later, the Alta  printed the disappointing news that the new corps would not include regiments from the 
Golden State due to transportation expenses and security issues. California had heard these same excuses 
before. A lta  15 December 1864; 25 December 1864; 13 October 1864.

78Ibid., 17 October 1864.
79Ibid.
80Ibid.
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capping stone to the monumental oppression . .  . which will be found to eclipse anything 

in the annals o f American warfare”81 It probably proved advantageous to President 

Lincoln that the California Supreme Court had denied voting privileges to soldiers 

serving outside the state.

In addition to the returning soldiers, questions arose concerning the loyalty of 

traditionally Democratic ethnic communities. Irish, German, Spanish Californians, 

Catholics, Jews, and other minorities came under scrutiny. Statewide some supported 

McClellan, like those in Weaverville, while others held Union demonstrations and 

supported the Lincoln-Johnson ticket. An analysis o f the state’s election results, 

however, revealed that throughout the northern part o f the state, ethnic minorities voted

• • O ')

in large numbers for the Union Party ticket.

San Francisco proved the exception. The Alta  editors proudly proclaimed San

83Francisco “the most loyal city in all America,” but not among some ethnicities. The 

same editors charged that the Union men in that city had so abused and maligned 

Catholics, Jews, and ethnic minorities, that these voters turned against the Union 

candidates and supported McClellan simply because o f that abuse. The Union Party 

suffered severe consequences as a result o f their abuse policy, and the editors hoped that

o x

the party had learned a valuable lesson for the future.

82Alta  15 October 1864; 14 November 1864. The Los Angeles Alta correspondent wrote that the 
German majority in Anaheim strongly favored the Union because they “have not forgotten the instincts and 
traditions o f  their race and ancestors, for they are, if  not all, nearly all, warmly attached to free republican 
institutions, and are opposed to any radical change in the American Government.” Alta  19 October 1864; 
Buck, “Yankee Trader,” 25 September 1864, 200. The A lta  carried a lengthy editorial that enumerated the 
reasons why the Spanish-American population should vote Union. Alta 30 July 1864.

83Ibid., 10 November 1864.
84Ibid., 14 November 1865.
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The electioneering climaxed with two huge demonstrations three nights before the 

election in San Francisco. The reports o f each appeared side by side on the front page of 

the Alta. The McClellan torchlight procession attracted locals as well as supporters from 

the interior. The number o f participants averaged about five thousand throughout the 

parade route, while curious spectators lined the streets to watch. Throughout the 

duration, an enthusiastic band played the tune, Dixie. The obviously partisan Alta 

correspondent pronounced the march “ a failure.”85 A Union mass meeting took place 

simultaneously, and its coverage occupied twice the front-page space. The paper referred 

to the participants as “the intelligence, wealth and respectability o f the city” who heard 

“words o f instruction and encouragement from the lips of eloquent champions of the 

cause so near and dear to all who truly love their country.”86

Election Day, Tuesday, 8 November 1864, passed quietly in San Francisco. The 

pages o f the Alta exhorted citizens to get out early and vote for the Lincoln-Johnson 

ticket. In Weaverville, Buck wrote that when “the results began to come in by telegraph 

we began to feel gay.”87 By eleven o’clock, the saloon held two hundred very festive 

men, some making speeches, and others singing, “Johnny comes Marching Home 

/sic/.”88 When the East Coast results came over the wires, certifying Lincoln’s re- 

election, the town celebrated with a twenty-four-gun artillery salute.89

Election Day in southern California passed quietly, too. In San Diego, the raising 

and lowering o f Old Glory in the morning and evening caused the only commotion. The

85Ibid., 6 November 1864.
86. , . .Ibid.
87Buck, “Yankee Trader,” 13 November 1864, 201-2.
88Ibid. Buck reported that “w e beat the enemy 84 votes in town and 200 in the County [sic]."  

Buck, “Yankee Trader,” 13 November 1864, 201-2; Alia 8 November 1864.
89Buck, “Yankee Trader,” 13 November 1864, 201-2.
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township went for Lincoln, but the county favored McClellan. The Democrats captured 

the County Board o f Supervisors amid rumors o f fraud. The San Bernardino results 

disappointed Union men. They had believed the Union ticket could win or lose by only a 

slim margin. They attributed the Democratic victory to colonization from other counties 

or traitors in the Union ranks.90

In the Los Angeles area, a rumor surfaced that someone had tom down the 

national flag in pro-secessionist El Monte. The rumor proved false, and the initial 

election results recorded a shocking happenstance. For the first time, Los Angeles 

County showed a plurality for the Union party. Jubilant Union men celebrated with a 

torchlight parade, artillery salutes, and rousing victory speeches. Their joy ended when 

the County Board o f Canvassers invalidated 474 mostly Union votes a week later. The 

returns allegedly showed irregularities, and despite the anger and protests o f the 

Unionists, the decision stood. Los Angeles County continued its Democratic tradition.91

Ironically, Henry Hamilton and his editorial page remained silent on the election 

results. After more than a decade o f circulation, the Star published its last issue on 1 

October 1864. Financial difficulties forced Hamilton to sell the paper. The Democracy 

had lost one o f its loudest voices. In a cruel twist o f fate, Phineas Banning, one o f the 

Southland’s staunchest Union men, purchased the paper for eleven hundred dollars, 

moved it to Wilmington, south of Los Angeles, changed its editorial policy, and after six

90Alta 21 November 1864. The A lta's  Los Angeles correspondent reported on Indian troubles in 
San Bernardino and commented on their request for military protection. He wrote that “the people o f  San 
Bernardino County ought to send to Richmond for protection, instead o f to Drum Barracks or Sacramento, 
as they plainly proved on the 8th . . .  that they believe more in Jeff. Davis . . .  and [have] greater faith and 
dependence upon the Southern Confederacy than . . .  in the President and Government o f  the United
States.” Alta  23 November 1864.

91Robinson, Los Angeles, 151-2. The A lta ’s  Los Angeles correspondent reported that a loyal 
Union merchant had his state and county assessment raised a thousand dollars by the Board o f  Supervisors 
or “some other power that rule” soon after the election. Alta  23 November 1864.
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issues, changed its name to the Wilmington Journal. A month after the election,

Hamilton left Los Angeles for Arizona.92

Throughout the 1864 presidential campaign, the Star had said plenty. Its 

editorials continued to attack Lincoln, his administration, the Union Party, and charged 

that “one must swear to Uncle Abe, and worship the nigger” in order to be considered 

loyal or patriotic.93 “The whole matter,” Hamilton wrote, “is reduced to the simple 

proposition that the Democracy must resolve itself into an avowed, unqualified Peace 

party, or else cease to exist.”94 He labeled the so-called “War Democrats” a mongrel 

class, and he believed that their policy to vigorously prosecute the war violated the 

principles o f the Democratic Party.95

Initially, a resigned Hamilton called Lincoln’s re-election a “foregone 

conclusion.”96 As the war bogged down in Virginia and Georgia during the summer, his 

editorials became more optimistic, and he rejoiced that the “prospect o f the election of 

Mr. Lincoln becomes more clouded every week.”97 When the Democrats postponed their 

national convention until September, a concerned Hamilton complained that “it is full 

time for the Democracy to organize . . . .  Our nominee should have been in the field ere

92Robinson, Los Angeles, 150; Star 1 October 1864. The Alta  correspondent wrote, “Hon. Henry 
Hamilton . . .  left here on Monday last for Arizona . . .  and w ill be absent through the winter . . . .  Madam 
Rumor says (which may be true) that he is going to establish a newspaper at Prescott [Arizona], and that 
the material has been sent forward from San Francisco for that purpose. Alta  10 December 1864. 
Eventually Hamilton returned to California.

^Star 23 January 1864; 30 January 1864; 13 February 1864.
94

Ibid., 26 March 1864.
95Ibid.
96Star 11 June 1864.
97Ibid., 27 August 1864.
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now. .. b u t . . .  when a Peace Democrat is nominated, we shall all be prepared to receive 

him, a n d . . .  carry him in triumph to the White House.”98

Rumors that the Chicago Convention might nominate George B. McClellan left 

Hamilton stunned and worried. To him it seemed impossible that the convention could 

“so far betray the sacred trust reposed in it, as to nominate a man whose every antecedent 

political principle is in direct and violent opposition to the great Party whose support he 

must have if  he is to be supported at all.”99 He advised caution until the platform became 

public and until then “we must hold it [McClellan’s nomination] to be unfounded.”100 

Hamilton loathed the idea o f McClellan’s candidacy for president and believed that it “is 

not necessary that we should conceal our repugnance to the nomination o f Gen. 

McClellan, or affect an enthusiasm we do not feel in his support, so far as he is 

concerned.”101

When McClellan received the nomination, the former state senator, like other 

Peace Democrats, grudgingly accepted the decision as the will o f the party that he still 

believed “has the power or disposition to save what is left o f the country and institutions 

from total destruction.”102 Whether he really believed it or not, the editor proclaimed, 

“McClellan stands pledged . . .  by his acceptance o f the nomination, to put an immediate 

stop to the infamous war . . .  to restore the Constitution and laws, and maintain the 

sovereignty and independence o f the States, and the liberties o f the people.”103 Despite

go
Ibid., 6 August 1864; McPherson, 756.

99
Star 3 September 1864.

100TK^Ibid.
IO1Ibid.,10 September 1864.
,02Tk^Ibid.
1 0 3 t k - ^Ibid.
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what Hamilton deemed the general’s past errors of judgment, McClellan’s personal 

character “forbids any suspicion of his sincerity in the pledges he has taken in the 

platform, or apprehension that he will violate or disregard them after his election.”104 In 

the succeeding weeks, Hamilton swallowed the bitter pill, lauded the candidate, and 

described the fervor and energy o f his supporters, writing that “the people are rallying to 

his support. . .  which prove that the representative men o f the Democracy made a wise 

and a judicious selection.105 On Election Day one wonders how he actually voted, or if  

he did at all.

The pro-Union Los Angeles News questioned how the former Union army chief 

could change his views so radically. His earlier statements of loyalty blatantly contrasted 

with his obvious new sentiments. The editors believed that this turnaround showed him 

to be “a false and unscrupulous man.”106 The Union men of the Southland supported the 

state and national conventions and enthusiastically embraced the nominees, Lincoln and 

Johnson. As the election approached, the Alta Los Angeles correspondent reported that 

the area’s secessionists “fall in line, and swing their caps for McClellan, the man upon 

whom they so savagely spit.”107

Los Angeles witnessed political rallies for each candidate. The Democrats held a 

rally that the partisan Star described as the largest meeting ever held in the city. Ex- 

governor Downey, Colonel McKewen, and other local Democratic faithful addressed the 

crowd. Their banners read, “The Union as it was—the Constitution as it is,” and “States’

104lbid.
105Ibid., 24 September 1864.
106Los Angeles News 1 October 1864, as quoted in Robinson, Los Angeles, 147. 
^ A l t a  2 \  September 1864.
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Rights for ever.”108 The loyalists, smaller in number but no less enthusiastic, held two 

rallies a week apart with banners, guns, rockets, and speeches by Republican notables 

like former Congressman T. G. Phelps and Phineas Banning. Their banners read, “We 

are Coming, Father Abraham.”109

The Alta also received frequent letters from its correspondents in other southern 

counties throughout the campaign. Congressman Phelps, a very busy man, traveled to 

Santa Barbara, and rallied the Union faithful with a two-hour address. One 

correspondent related that curious Copperheads listened politely until Phelps 

“commenced giving a few digs in the ribs to the great Democratic candidate for 

President, . . . [and] their number commenced gradually diminishing till they had all left, 

w ithout. . .  disturbing] the quiet of the meeting.”110 Encouraging news came from San 

Buenaventura, when another reporter boasted that “you can safely set us down for at least 

100 majority for the Union this fall, if  not more.”111

The sentiments o f the Spanish-Mexican population in the Southland worried 

California Unionists. They launched a vigorous campaign to woo the Californios by 

holding rallies and giving speeches in Spanish, and loudly condemning the French 

presence in Mexico as a violation of the Monroe Doctrine. One particular rally, however, 

warmed their hearts, according to the A lta ’s Los Angeles correspondent. The impromptu 

meeting, attended by Mexican and American citizens, protested the occupation across the

108Star 24 September 1864 as quoted in Robinson, Los Angeles, 148.
109Los Angeles News 22 October 1864 as quoted in Robinson, Los Angeles, 149. Newmark noted 

that in October, troops from Fort Tejon came to Los Angeles, and this possibly created a feeling o f  security, 
and paved the way for large Union meetings before the election. Newmark,’’Reminiscences, 333. The Alta, 
also, noted that the army strengthened the Drum Barracks garrison. A  company o f  volunteers remained in 
Santa Barbara and a detachment o f  ninety remained near San Luis Obispo. Alta  21 September 1864.

1 Al ta 20 October 1864.
11'ibid.
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Rio Grande and loudly called for the re-election of the president, as the only hope for 

Mexican independence. “This meeting . . .  was one o f pleasant omen to the Union cause 

in this county, where for years secessionists and traitors have ruled with unchecked sway,

and have guided and controlled the great mass o f the native and Mexican voters,” he

112reported.

Southern California had endured another difficult year in 1864. A record drought 

parched the landscape. No rain fell until March, and when a tiny amount did fall, it 

hardly moistened the soil. The “cow counties” depended on nature and the elements for 

their livelihood and the “times were miserably hard and prosperity seemed to disappear 

forever,” Newmark recalled.113 The drought, actually the culmination of three successive 

dry years, brought an end to the once flourishing cattle industry in the Southland.

Inflation spread, interest rates plummeted, land values depreciated, bankruptcies and 

foreclosures multiplied, prices soared, and tax revenues became non-existent. Trust 

between merchants and customers weakened or disappeared. In the midst of this 

economic misery, crime rose, two vigilante executions occurred, and smallpox reached 

epidemic proportions.114

In April, the region buzzed with excitement and anger about a proposed draft o f 

eight thousand men. As in the past, no draft ever materialized, but the Star, never

ii2A lta 29  September 1864.
113Newmark, “Reminiscences,” 331. Newmark, himself, suffered from the failure o f  a large 

investment but noted that “w e all met the difficulties o f  the situation as philosophically as we could.” 
Newmark, “Reminiscences,” 331.

) 14Ibid., 328-32. Newmark wrote that there were only about three or four policemen in Los 
Angeles in 1864, and the desperados (o f  all colors and nationalities) sometimes made “several nocturnal 
assaults on the guardians o f  the peace.” Two parcels o f  land, on sale for delinquent taxes (one dollar and 
twenty-six cents each), went to the only buyer who appeared, for two dollars and fifty-two cents. He 
speculated that few but the most fortunate risk takers wished to add to their tax burden during times o f  
drought. He also catalogues the business failures and closures. Newmark, “Reminiscences,” 333-4; 
Robinson, Los Angeles, 126-7.
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without an opinion, fired off an editorial. Hamilton expected “to see every [loyal] 

leaguer [in the state] take to the hills, or seek the friendly gloom of deserted coyote holes, 

and mining tunnels, and leave the conscripting officers to make up the quota from 

copperheads, secessionists, and original peace men.”115

For the second year in a row, Angelenos failed to celebrate the Fourth o f July. 

Bitterness continued between the two factions of the community, and secessionists still 

dared to provoke authorities with outspoken and foolish rhetoric, and the army still 

arrested them. Officials, however, sent them to Drum Barracks in Wilmington, not 

Alcatraz in San Francisco, and eventually released them when they took an oath o f 

allegiance.116

By the end o f the year, the economic woes and the drought had devastated the 

Spanish-speaking citizens. All but a few of the great Californio land owning families 

suffered the loss o f their cattle and livestock, sunk into debt, and sold their ranchos for 

less than market value. Lower class Spanish-Mexicans faced deepening poverty and 

starvation, as they lost their livestock and their ability to plant crops. One social

115Star 2 April 1864. The Alta  editors believed that the government, as usual, would not draft 
men to the East because o f  the expense. They, also, correctly believed that the state forces needed no draft 
because California had enough recruits to fill its volunteer units. Alta  4 September 1864.

116Newmark, “Yankee Trader,” 330-1. Two incidents occurred that illustrated the intense feelings 
that still permeated the community. After the massacre o f  Negro soldiers at Fort Pillow, one loudmouth 
ranted that the Confederates should annihilate all Black troops in arms and their white officers. Newmark 
also mentioned another curious character called “Nigger Pete” Biggs, the barber, who loudly proclaimed 
his support for secession and Jefferson Davis. The army promptly arrested both, and sent them to Drum 
Barracks, although Newmark said nothing about the former, J. F. Bilderback’s treatment, and commented 
only that ”he was soon released.” Biggs, however “was made to foot it, with an iron chain and ball 
attached to his ankle, all the way from Los Angeles to Wilmington” while “leading” about six cavalrymen. 
Biggs continued his pro Davis tirade along the way, which did not help his circumstances. Newmark 
simply wrote that these outbursts brought “about the completion o f  his difficulty.” Buck, “Yankee Trader,” 
330-1. Both men took an oath o f  allegiance. Robinson, Los Angeles, 140.
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historian, Leonard Pitt, observed that the Californios of 1863-1864 “suffered a physical 

disaster as great as if they stood in the path o f Sherman’s march to the sea.”117

Several new economic prospects that surfaced in 1864, unfortunately, became 

entangled in partisanship, suffered from bad timing, or simply lacked support. To ease 

the drought, work had begun on a seven-mile long water ditch to divert water from the 

San Gabriel River to Wilmington and Drum Barracks in April 1864. It made irrigation 

possible in the parched, dry surroundings. Not completed until early 1865, it came too 

late to alleviate the worst of the drought.118

Another possibility centered around recent gold discoveries on Santa Catalina 

Island, a small island twenty-six miles off the southern California coast. Prospectors 

flocked to the island, and the mines did produce some gold. In January, however, the 

military abruptly ordered all civilians off the island by 1 February 1864. The army 

occupied the island, and this action set in motion wild rumors and speculation that local 

Confederate sympathizers might have “designs” on the island. The nature o f those 

“designs” remained unnamed, but the rumors persisted even after the war.119

In reality, the Pacific commander, General Wright, wanted to transform Catalina 

into a reservation for the disobedient and unruly Klamath Indians o f northern California. 

Catalina’s remote location, far from their homeland, offered ample resources, and seemed 

an ideal site for a reservation. The idea fizzled out due to lack o f enthusiasm and faulty 

planning. The army abandoned the island in September, and a few miners returned but

1 17Ibid., 136-7; Leonard Pitt, The Decline o f  the Californios: A Social H istory o f  the Spanish- 
Speaking Californians, 1846-1890  (Berkeley: University o f  California Press, 1970) as quoted in Robinson, 
Los Angeles, 244.

U8Ibid„ 156-7.
U9Ibid.,129-32;A lta 3  January 1864; 6 January 1864.
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found little gold. It seemed advisable to withhold the truth about the Indian reservation 

scheme from local citizens, who already feared Indians and distrusted the federal 

government.120

Another possible economic prospect germinated in late 1864. Several local 

businessmen believed that a wealth of petroleum might lie underneath the southern 

California landscape. The idea offered enormous hope for the future, and the drilling 

eventually began in January 1865. By early summer 1865, petroleum and kerosene from 

the area oil fields sold in Los Angeles for ten cents a gallon.121

When rains did come to southern California, the whole area, especially the roads, 

became a huge mud puddle. Commerce stopped between Los Angeles and the ports of 

Wilmington and San Pedro. Businessmen had dreamed of a Los Angeles to San Pedro 

railroad to alleviate the problem. The war and other priorities always derailed the project. 

In 1864, the proposal emerged again with tentative funding from Los Angeles County 

and private investors. Even the Alta  correspondent saw the project as a boon for southern 

California business. “It is evident that a railway from this city to San Pedro would create 

a large amount of assessable property, which might afford, from the revenue derived 

from it in taxes, more than sufficient to the interest on the sums proposed to be loaded by 

the city and county.”122 Newmark noted in his memoirs that “there was another and 

noteworthy movement in favor o f the establishment o f a railroad between Los Angeles 

and San Pedro. In December, committees from outside towns met here with our citizens 

to debate the subject, but by the end of the several days’ conference, no real progress had

120Robinson, Los Angeles, 129-32; Newmark, “Reminiscences,” 334.
121 Robinson, Los Angeles, 156; Newmark, “Reminiscences, 346.
122Robinson, Los Angeles, 156-7; A lta  10 December 1864.
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been made.”123 Again the project languished, and it took five more years until final

i 124completion.

By December 1864, secessionists had little to cheer about. Lincoln had won a 

second term, and Union victory seemed inevitable. As so often happened during the war, 

rumors ran rampant. The A lla ’s Los Angeles correspondent related that a large group o f 

locals “wished to free themselves from the despotism of Lincoln” and planned to 

establish a haven for Confederates in Baja California and offer allegiance to Emperor 

Maximilian.125 The secret, pro-Confederate organization, the Knights o f the Golden 

Circle, whose meetings became more frequent, supposedly advanced and participated in 

the planning. Whether rumor or reality, this scheme, like so many others, amounted to 

nothing. Like the rest o f the nation, southern Californians followed the progress o f the

1 ' f f iarmies of Grant, Lee, and Sherman with either jubilation or despair.

Newmark believed that the beginning o f 1865 gave little promise o f better times 

to come. He mourned the loss o f the cattle industry, which “was now but a memory, 

[and] discouraged a people to whom the vision o f a far more profitable use o f the land 

had not yet been revealed.” 127 Like his fellow Unionists, he reveled in the increasing 

number o f northern victories and believed that “with the approach of Lincoln’s second

123
Newmark, “Reminiscences,” 334.

124Robinson, Los Angeles, 155-6. The A lta ’s  Los Angeles correspondent wrote, “There can be no 
doubt but that the business now carried on over the road from this city to San Pedro and Wilmington would 
pay a handsome dividend on the capital requisite to build and equip the road.” Alta 10 December 1864.

I25lbid., 23 November 1864.
,26Ibid.; Alta  22 December 1864.
127

Newmark, “Reminiscences,” 334.
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inauguration the conviction grew that under the leadership of such a man national 

prosperity might return.”128

The year 1864 had opened with Confederate victories at Olustee, Florida, and 

Shreveport, Louisiana. As the year progressed, Franklin Buck voiced the new, rising 

optimism o f Unionists when he wrote that they “have been receiving glorious news from 

Grant and Sherman lately. Grant seems to be the man we have been looking for . . .  a 

military genius.”129 Lincoln’s re-election had overjoyed the Unionist population o f San 

Francisco and throughout the state as well, and, by the end of the year, the military tide 

had turned. The Alta editors catalogued the Union military and political successes and 

confidently asked, “Is there any doubt as to the side in favor o f which the balance is to be 

struck?”130

128tu•A Ibid.

129Buck, “Yankee Trader,” 12 June 1864. 
™ A lta  26 December 1864; 26 April 1864.
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CHAPTER SIX 
1865

“Is There Any Doubt As To The Side In Favor Of Which The Balance Is To Be Struck?”

On 4 January 1865, for the second year in a row, the Alta reported on a spirited 

gathering of “the colored people of San Francisco” to celebrate the second anniversary of 

the Emancipation Proclamation.1 The paper dedicated a large column to the event, 

attended by about three hundred persons. The article described the procession through 

the streets of the city and detailed the speeches, the prayers, the readings of poems and 

the Emancipation Proclamation, and the adoption of a “Declaration of Sentiment.” The 

reporter noted that the keynote oration “was quite lengthy and fully as ultra on the 

question of negro equality and full social and political rights, as anything ever uttered by 

Lloyd Garrison or Wendell Phillips.”2 The festivities seemed less elaborate than those 

held a year earlier on the first anniversary of the document. The venue changed from San 

Francisco’s large auditorium, Platt’s Music Hall, to a “Colored Church on Stockton street 

[sic], ” and the evening activities consisted of a meeting and speeches, instead of a grand 

ball.3

It seems possible, however, that the same reporter covered both occasions since 

both articles included comments on the good behavior of the participants. The paper had 

reported on innumerable meetings, festivities, and galas in the past, but never felt

lAlta 4 January 1865.
2Ibid.
3Ibid.
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compelled to comment on the deportment and propriety of the attendees except in 

reference to this gathering. The author in 1865 utilized nearly identical words to those 

written in 1864 to describe the worthy and commendable behavior, and “the good order 

and decorum everywhere manifested by the colored people,” with one addition.4 The 

article ended with a somewhat unexpected admission that their demeanor “certainly won 

them the respect even of those who have the least friendship for them as a people.”5 A 

decade earlier, any such gathering, if allowed at all, would have probably aroused fear, 

anger, ridicule, and suspicion. California and the Alta had come a long way.

The Emancipation Proclamation and the growing acceptance of abolition had a 

mixed effect on California’s free Black population, and progress still came in baby steps. 

Blacks had earned the right to testify in court in 1863, but voting rights remained at least 

a decade away. The Alta editorial policy continued to exhibit its benevolent, often 

condescending, attitude toward minorities. The paper called them “colored” more often 

than “Negro.” By 1865, however, the editors seemed to accept the Black population as a 

“community” and recognized their desire to acquire “privileges . . .  which they 

considered themselves entitled to receive.”6

Californians also accepted the idea of freedmen serving in the Union army. The 

Alta editors endorsed the idea, and noted that these soldiers served well and 

courageously. They also condemned the massacre of Union Black troops by 

Confederates at Fort Pillow in April 1864 and called the bloodshed “the foulest blot that

4
Alta  3 January 1864; 4 January 1865.

5Ibid.
6Ibid.;/l/ta 7 October 1864.
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has yet been cast upon it [civilization.!”7 On the front page, the Alta announced that 

color and race no longer posed an obstacle to recruitment in the army or acceptance as a 

substitute in the state, thus providing “a wide field open to us in California, should the 

enlistments now going on prove inadequate and a draft become inevitable, and the 

patriotism of our people sink to so low an ebb as it has done in some of the States.”8 

In March 1864, the California Senate had what the Alta’s Sacramento 

correspondent characterized as an “exciting debate.”9 The same Senate that had tried to 

bar Blacks from entering the state a decade earlier, now attempted to pass legislation to 

admit Blacks, Chinese, and Indians to public schools. The fact that a member introduced 

such a progressive bill, and it reached the debate stage seemed remarkable. It also 

seemed unlikely that many previous lawmakers would have ever considered the 

perspective of the minority. In the case of one solon, however, the war clearly had 

influenced his attitude. He questioned whether Blacks, in particular, even wished such 

inclusion for their children. He suggested that a time might come when the parents of 

“the unbleached children of Africa would scorn to sit in school by the side of the children 

of rebels.”10 Others opposed the measure, calling it “wholesale amalgamation.”11 A 

compromise amendment finally passed that lifted the prohibition “provided the school

7Ibid., 28 April 1864.
8Ib id .,l5 August 1864.
9Ibid., 4 March 1864.
10Ibid.
UIbid.
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trustees . . .  are willing.”12 Unfortunately, the Assembly did not concur, and the 

resolution failed.13

California would never pass for a racial paradise despite the small gains, well- 

meaning gestures, and moderate attitudes displayed by some of the press, lawmakers, and 

the public. It was one thing to have Blacks in the army, and quite another to have them in 

public schools. The public might rejoice at the destruction of slavery, approve of the 

Thirteenth Amendment, and feel sympathy for the slaves, but that sympathy only went so 

far.14

The plight of the freedmen actually became a particular passion of the ladies of 

San Francisco. One middle-class matron, Emma Libby, wrote to her brother in Maine 

and described people as “gilly crazy” and some ladies as “wild” over the National 

Freedmen’s Association, organized to aid the freed slaves.15 They solicited contributions 

of new and used clothing for both the freedmen and white Union refugees. Public school 

pupils became involved in the cause. They performed at, as well as attended, benefit 

concerts. The ladies appealed to the generosity of the public as “many thousand 

freedman are in the army, fighting side by side with our own brave patriots, and well 

proving their claim to manhood and to freedom.”16 Generosity towards the former slaves, 

however, had limits. “I am glad they freed the poor wretches if it will cripple the South

13Ibid. The Alta  correspondent quipped that this bill went even further than even “the departed 
hero,” John Brown, whom he doubted would have “courted the intimacy o f  the families o f  California 
Digger Indians, or desired to have his offspring sit side by side with the sons and daughters o f  the Chinese 
washermen and women who in fest. . .  our cities and villages.” Alta  4 March 1864.

l4Ibid., 21 March 1865.
15Robert J. Chandler, “A Slice o f Civil War San Francisco Life,” The Californians 7 (1989): 20. 

“Gilly” appears to be a synonym for “very.”
Alta  29 July 1864.
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any in so doing, but I do not go [sic] a cent in teaching them to read. I think they had 

better clothe the body before they try to clothe the mind,” Mrs. Libby penned.'7

Free Blacks could live in the state, testify in court, serve in the army, and perhaps 

attend public schools, but questions arose concerning their access to transportation. In an 

eerie foreshadowing of the future, they began to use the court system to achieve their 

social and political goals. They chose a familiar target: the streetcar system. In a court 

case, Brown vs. The Omnibus Railroad Company, the ruling asserted the right of 

minorities to ride on the streetcars. It did not, however, alter the right of the directors and 

conductors to assign certain parts of the cars to particular classes of persons. According 

to the Alta correspondent, the courts had already established that principle. Therefore, 

Blacks and Chinese paid the fare and rode the cars, but only on the front platform.18

The same article acknowledged that free Blacks considered themselves entitled to 

“privileges of greater value.”19 Consequently, the “well-behaved” persons among their 

community generally “abstain from attempting to force themselves into a position 

distasteful to the publ ic. . .  and calculated to do them more harm than good.”20 The 

author regretted that some persons, despite the advice of the better-informed members of 

the community, insisted on pushing the issue and admonished that such actions only 

served to prejudice the community against them.21

17Chandler, “Slice o f  Life,” 20-1; Hittell 4:340-1.
iSAlta  7 October 1864.
19Ibid.
20Ibid. The article detailed an incident where two Black men and a woman hailed a streetcar, 

pushed in, and sat down in the crowded car. The horrified passengers, mostly white ladies, began to leave 
the car “on account of the presence of the negroes . . .  and several parties, not connected with the road, 
ordered the obnoxious parties to leave, which they finally did, though with evident reluctance, and only 
through fear o f personal violence.” Alta 7 October 1864.

2'ibid.
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In March 1865, a front-page article in the Alta conceded that the court decision 

had not solved the controversy. It also contained two startling admissions: first, that the 

ruling, allowing minorities to ride but only in specific portions of the cars, “practically 

nullifies the decisions so far as any direct benefit to the classes alluded to is concerned,” 

and secondly, that “there is quite a large community who are fully impressed with the 

idea that all human beings should be allowed to ride regardless of color.”22 

Unfortunately, an even greater number of citizens felt the opposite, and the article’s 

author suggested that the legislature mandate a vote by the riders, review the results, and 

solve the problem with legislation in the next session. This seemed like a reasonable 

solution, but it would probably meet with stiff opposition from the majority. Minorities 

faced a challenging road to freedom in California, but the courts, the press, and the 

legislature showcased a new open-minded attitude unthinkable in the early years.23

The Chinese played no part in the politics of the war, and attitudes toward that 

community changed more slowly. Prejudice, especially in outlying areas, continued, as 

papers reported on such things as an “outrageous attem pt.. .  to kidnap a Chinawoman, in 

Virginia City.”24 Despite discrimination, many Chinese had prospered and wished to 

improve their relations with the Anglo community. Newspapers covered prominent 

social events and highlighted significant accomplishments of the Oriental community, 

noted the funerals of leading citizens, and reported on crimes committed by and against 

the Chinese. The state Senate considered another tax, three dollars per month, on alien

22Alta  27 March 1865.
23 Ibid.
24Ibid„ 15 August 1864; 4 March 1864.

190

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Chinese called the “Police Tax.”25 Laws still barred the Chinese from public schools, and 

prohibited unsubstantiated Chinese testimony in court, but the judicial system did 

prosecute crimes against the Chinese (especially by a non-white defendant.) Marriages 

between Chinese and Caucasians occurred and certainly attracted attention and perhaps 

derision.26

The Chinese continued to immigrate to California, and this raised health, safety, 

and humanitarian concerns. When ships docked, a front-page Alta article questioned the 

wisdom of allowing the passengers to disembark and “return to town, and take up their 

abode amongst us.”27 Although the crews fumigated everything on the ships 

immediately, concerns surfaced about diseases such as yellow fever and “Asiatic” cholera 

that these newcomers might introduce into the state. This prompted the author to call on 

the legislature to implement a quarantine law for the protection of San Francisco and “all 

the principal towns in the interior.”28

Some immigrants, however, came against their will. In those same ships, 

authorities often found frightened, miserable stowaways, generally young girls and even 

children. Unscrupulous agents, dealers, and brokers in China shanghaied these

25Ibid., 5 March 1864; 18 January 1864. This tax, “for the purpose o f  sustaining Police 
regulations in the several counties o f  this State,” exempted those who already paid the tax to work in the 
mines. Alta  18 January 1864.

26Ibid, 15 August 1864; 20 September 1864; 21 September 1864; 27 March 1865; 28 August 
1864; 27 August 1864; 4 March 1864. The Alta  reported that police changed the name o f  a Mrs. Ah Sam, 
the Irish w ife o f  a “Chinamen,” to Essam, probably for easier pronunciation. A lso the Alta  reported on a 
Chinese school that the writer described as a model o f  decorum despite “laboring under many difficulties.” 
He continued that “a more studious class o f  students we have never seen.” The article focused on one 
exemplary student, highly educated and prosperous in China, who lost everything, came to San Francisco, 
hired out as a clerk, and seemed determined to learn English. The author pointed out that the Chinese paid 
taxes toward public education, but had no access to it, nor were provisions made for their education. Alta
27 August 1864.

21 Alta  27 March 1865.
2 8 , , . ,Ibid.

191

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



unfortunates and smuggled them into California. Once in the state they fell prey to 

another gang of ruthless agents, dealers, and brokers who operated a system of slavery 

that bought and sold these unfortunate newcomers, forced them into prostitution, and 

used them as collateral for loans. The Alta’s Sacramento correspondent believed that 

this seemed predictable and even acceptable given the semi barbarous nature of the 

Chinese, and the state might tolerate this arrangement if it only involved Chinese. The 

problem arose because the system included corrupt and greedy white men who 

encouraged and counseled the Chinese, and it ultimately affected California taxpayers.29

The system caused havoc in the judicial system, particularly in small, outlying 

districts. Some of these unfortunate women resisted their treatment, faced arrest and 

incarceration, and even initiated legal proceedings against their keepers while they were 

in jail. These litigations clogged the court system and burdened taxpayers. It became 

nearly impossible to legally proceed against the real criminals, the owners and operators 

of these notorious establishments, due to fear and the lack of credible testimony against 

them. The Alta correspondent quoted one county inquest report that hoped for more 

cooperation from victims, more available testimony, and more convictions in the future. 

The same report concluded by characterizing the entire system of Chinese “peonage” as 

“an unmitigated nuisance, and a stench in the nostrils of the public.”30

Legitimate Chinese companies in California refused to accept these poor souls, 

established special depots to care for them, and arranged for their return to China. This 

trafficking in human beings clearly outraged another Alta reporter. He called for an end

29Ibid., 11 July 1864; 27 March 1864. 

3°Ibid.
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to “one of the most infamous systems of slavery which ever cursed the earth.”31 San 

Francisco might have paid little attention to this horrific business enterprise in its early 

days, but times had changed. The writer believed that all fair-minded citizens loathed the 

practice and lauded the Chinese companies for their efforts to end the smuggling “so far, 

at least, as California is concerned.”32 He viewed the city’s response as a clear message 

to the nefarious clique in China, who profited from this human misery, to halt the 

practice.33

During the winter of 1864-1865, as a new enlightened attitude developed toward 

minorities in the state, attention turned to Congress and the debates over the proposed 

Constitutional amendment to ban slavery in the United States forever. The Alta editors 

predicted that the California Legislature would easily ratify the measure, but it also raised 

old political concerns about Senator John Conness. Questions arose about his 

inappropriate influence on Governor Low, his possible demand for a costly special 

legislative session to consider the Thirteenth Amendment, and his attempts to meddle in 

the internal affairs of the state.34

The editors had not changed their negative opinions of either California senator. 

They hoped that the next senator, elected by the upcoming legislature to succeed the inept 

James McDougall, would be honest, loyal, able, experienced in business, Republican, and 

a resident of the coastal area. Anxiety over the senatorial contest probably increased 

because of the antics of California’s former senator, the disgraced William Gwin.

3 'ibid., 11 July 1864.
32Ibid.
33Ibid.
14

Ibid., 22-23 March 1865; 29 March 1865.
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Newspapers around the nation, including the Alta, reported on his real and rumored 

movements in the South and Europe, his alliances with the French emperor, Napoleon III 

and his brother Maximilian in Mexico, and his attempts to colonize Sonora, Mexico. All 

these activities served to cement his reputation as a traitor.35

Speculation and gossip about the intrigues of ex-Senator Gwin coincided with 

rumors of dissension in Dixie. As the fortunes of the rebels plummeted, the Alta editors 

reported that “the unanimity of the early days of the rebellion is gone . . .  fand] the rebels 

are hopelessly divided and split up.”36 Issues, such as the recruiting of slaves, the 

conduct of the war, the failed military campaigns, and the question of peace negotiations 

caused a rift between the Richmond government, the army, the press, and individual 

states. Union successes ended the illusion of the superiority of Confederate leaders. The 

blame for the rebel defeats and the growing southern misfortunes fell on Jefferson Davis. 

He used his loyal newspapers to lay the blame on others, but according to the Alta editors 

“the ambition of almost every writer and orator at present is to pitch into Jefferson 

Davis.”37 The mood in Dixie seemed difficult to assess. Whether the reported 

widespread discontent had risen to the point of revolution was unknown, but reports 

circulated that the population talked of nothing but peace.38

With all the gossip afloat, reliable intelligence seemed scarce. The telegraph 

spread rumors with dizzying speed about alleged peace missions, special presidential 

envoys, and possible surrender terms. The motivation, intentions, and movements of

35Ibid., 20 March 1865; 29 January 1865; 31 January 1865; 1 March 1865; 21 March 1865.
36Ibid., 8 January 1865.
37Ibid.

Ibid.; Alta  18 January 1865; 12 January 1865; 5 February 1865.
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both prominent and ordinary rebel citizens generated intense interest and speculation by 

the press. Every tidbit, no matter how credible, seemed to be picked up “in the gutters of 

Washington and flashed over the wires,” and the Alta reported most.39 The editors 

opinioned, ‘T he peace business . . .  is getting decidedly mixed.”40 By the end of January, 

they decided that all the peace rumors “are as contradictory as ever. It would be waste of 

space to consider them.”41

The Alta editors did ask, “Will there be negotiations?”42 Californians, like their 

Atlantic brethren, fervently hoped for an end to the fighting. Some evidence suggested 

that President Lincoln and the rebel House of Representatives favored negotiation, while 

Jefferson Davis and the United States Senate opposed i t 43 The editors attempted to 

separate the rumors from the truth and to analyze the various negotiation points. They 

regarded any idea of a return to the “Union as it was” as an “absurdity.”44

The old Union allowed slavery, but the rebellion had destroyed it. The nation had 

pledged itself to its destruction with its blood on the battlefields and its ballots in the last 

election. The editors welcomed the destruction of slavery and realized that they could no 

longer oppose immediate freedom for the slave. The Emancipation Proclamation had 

already freed millions in the South. Alta editorials cautioned that emancipation should 

come with some restrictions, not to oppress the freedmen “but to fit him for absolute

Ibid,;A lta  18 January 1865.
4ft

Ibid.; Alta 5 February 1865.
41Ibid., 29 January 1865.
42Ibid., 5 February 1865.
43T,  . .Ibid.
44

Ibid.; AIta 13 January 1865.
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freedom,” and the editors had no objections if the rebellious states initiated a system of 

gradual emancipation.45

Much speculation centered on the question of amnesty. The Alta editors strongly 

believed that the Confederate leaders deserved punishment for fomenting rebellion. They 

also believed, however, that the nation had to decide whether to continue the bloodshed 

“merely for the satisfaction of hanging Jefferson Davis” or to end the war immediately 

and leave the traitors “to the remorse of their own guilty consciences in foreign lands.”46

Regardless of the results of any peace negotiations, one point remained non- 

negotiable in the opinion of A lta ’s editors. It demanded the “unqualified submission and 

acquiescence in the proclamation of January 1, 1863.”47 The government might consider 

some modifications only if the rebels “return to their allegiance at once.”48 When the 

telegraph brought news of the peace conference held on 3 February 1865 among 

President Lincoln, Secretary of State William Seward, and three Confederate emissaries 

aboard the steam transport River Queen, the results confirmed the Alta editors’ opinion 

that the rebels desired to manipulate negotiations to their advantage and achieve 

independence, rather than end hostilities 49

Throughout the conflict, California never lacked for volunteers to fill its state 

regiments. Amazingly, even discharged veterans frequently re-enlisted in volunteer 

units. In February, California’s Eighth Regiment, slated to garrison the Bay Area forts, 

mustered in its last two companies. An Alta article noted that men volunteered with

Ibid.
4 6 . , . ,Ibid.
4 7

Ibid., 5 February 1865.
4 ® t  u aIbid.
49Ibid., 11 March 1865.
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“gratifying rapidity and from the best material.”50 Recruiting also commenced for four 

new cavalry companies to join the Second Cavalry, stationed in New Mexico, and three 

companies of infantry for the Fourth Regiment garrisoned at Drum Barracks in 

Wilmington. The Alta editors noted that these “will probably be the last troops raised in 

California during the war, and to those designed to enlist, a last chance is offered.”51

On paper, California volunteers stood to receive greater compensation than their 

eastern brethren on the battlefields. They could expect a state bounty and a federal 

bounty, plus monthly pay from both the state and national governments. As the war 

wound down, dissatisfaction erupted in the ranks because the state treasury lacked the 

funds to pay the promised monies. Several complainants lobbied for a redress of their 

grievances in the newspaper. The Alta editors recognized the legitimacy of the 

volunteers’ dissatisfaction and acknowledged that the money sometimes went to 

unscrupulous contractors instead of the soldiers. They protested the use of newspapers 

by the volunteers to express their anger and labeled it “subversive to discipline, 

discreditable and unsoldierly.”52 The same editors urged patience and the use of the 

established and proper military chain of command. “The sooner that sort of thing is 

frowned down by our volunteers the better it will be for the reputation of the California 

contingent,” they admonished.53

The nation had much to celebrate as the fourth year of the war proceeded. Grant’s 

operations at Petersburg remained stalemated, but northerners rejoiced at Sherman’s

50Ibid., 30 November 1864; 2 February 1865; 9 February 1865.

51Ibid., 25 January 1865; 9 February 1865.
52Ibid., 1 April 1865.

53Ibid.
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capture of Savannah and the Union occupation of the port of Wilmington, that effectively 

plugged the last leak in the blockade. When Charleston fell, public opinion favored swift 

and terrible retribution for the city and state where it all began. The Alta editors reported 

on Sherman’s movements and declared, “South Carolina has been trampled underfoot.”54 

The new Commander of the Department of the Pacific, General Irwin McDowell, 

who had taken over command from General George Wright the previous year, received a 

dispatch from Washington that ordered “a national salute . . .  at every fort, arsenal, and 

army headquarters of the United States, in honor of the restoration of the Flag of the 

Union upon Fort Sumter,” on 22 February.55 Due to the delay in the telegraph, 

McDowell received the communication three days late and ordered the salute for 25 

February in the Bay Area, and the day following the receipt of the order at every other 

post in the department. The front page of the Alta announced McDowell’s directive that 

“when the salute is fired the entire command will be paraded under arms and give three 

times three cheers for that noble, glorious, sacred old flag of the United States . . .  now so 

soon, under God’s favor, to be restored throughout the length and breadth of our land.”56 

The editors lamented that the public seemed not to grasp the enormity of the victories nor 

appreciate the significance of the return to Fort Sumter. They posed the question: “Are 

we to have no public recognition of this great event?”57

By 4 March, the situation for the Federals in Petersburg seemed encouraging, and 

speculation grew that the rebels planned to evacuate their positions there. The second

54Ibid., 23 February 1865.
55Ibid., 25 February 1865. General Wright remained in immediate command o f California as a

subordinate to General McDowell. The Alta  editors called this arrangement “gratifying” and proclaimed
his administration “acceptable to everybody but a few  political frogs.” Alta 2 July 1864.

56Ibid., 25 February 1865.
5 7 . , . .Ibid.
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inauguration of Abraham Lincoln took place in Washington and two days later, San 

Francisco finally celebrated the huge victories of the past six months and the presidential 

inauguration with speeches, fireworks, parades, and salutes. The day began with church 

bells ringing and a parade that marched through mud soaked streets and under threatening 

skies. With obvious pride, an Alta reporter described the spirit of the participants as 

“becoming their reputation for patriotism and loyalty.”58

More rejoicing came with the announcement of Lee’s surrender to Grant at 

Appomattox Court House, Virginia, on 9 April. Headlines in the Alta detailed the scene. 

Unbeknownst to Californians, their fighting men of the “Hundred” and “Battalion” 

played a significant role in the events that led to that momentous event. In fact, since 28 

March, the Second Massachusetts and other regiments of Sheridan’s cavalry had dogged 

Lee’s army, sometimes fighting on foot, taking Confederate prisoners, capturing arms 

and supplies, tearing up railroad tracks, burning rebel armaments, and tightening the 

noose around the enemy. The relentless pursuit had continued for two weeks, and heavy 

fighting ensued. On 2 April, Corporal Charles Thayer, of Company “F ’ from San 

Francisco, became the last man in the regiment to die in battle.59

The men who had come three thousand miles to join the fight for the Union would 

participate in more than just battles. When Richmond fell, President Lincoln and his son 

visited the city on 4 April. Two members of the “California Hundred,” privates James 

Watson and Samuel Backus, received new uniforms and orders to join the presidential 

escort of twenty-five men. On 9 April, after a dawn skirmish at Appomattox Station, that

58Ibid., 9 March 1865.
59Parsons, 186-92.

199

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



included the Californians, the trapped and demoralized Confederate army began to mass 

for a breakout. As their Union opponents prepared to repel their movements, Robert E. 

Lee sent a flag of truce into the Union line. That afternoon, the Second Massachusetts 

Cavalry stood outside Wilmer McLean’s farmhouse as Lee and Grant signed the terms of 

surrender. That night, the regiment camped a mile from that farmhouse, and the next 

morning began a march to Nottoway Station, about twenty-five miles west of 

Petersburg.60

The regiment learned of the assassination of Abraham Lincoln while bivouacked 

near there. Sergeant Sam Corbett returned after a brief captivity by the rebels and wrote, 

“Every man in the army feels as though he has lost a friend.”61 Another member, Private 

John Winship of Company “A,” in Washington on regimental business, saw a capital 

“draped in mourning, shrouded in crape.“62 He became, perhaps, one of the few 

Californians to view the president as he lay in state and wrote that Lincoln “looked very 

natural and was in the richest coffin I ever saw.”63

Its final brush with history came on 23 May. The Second Massachusetts Cavalry 

became the second to the last cavalry unit to march in the grand review of the armies of 

the United States in Washington D. C. As the Californians paraded in victory, Grant

Ibid., 192-3.
61Ibid„ 193.
62rbid„ 193.
63Ibid., 193; Another Californian took part in the presidential funeral. Senator Conness, because 

o f  his strong support o f  the administration, had become a Lincoln favorite. When Lincoln died, Conness 
walked beside the hearse from the White House to the Capitol as one o f  the five senatorial pallbearers. 
Shutes, 88.

200

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



reportedly remarked, ‘That is the best looking of all the cavalry brigades -  they are 

soldiers!”64

During the march, the Californians noticed a banner held by a spectator that read, 

‘T he only debt we can never repay; the debt we owe to our victorious union [sic] 

defenders!”63 When Corporal Frederic Hall saw the sign, he remarked, “There, didn’t I 

tell you they wouldn’t give us our transportation!”66 To the Californians, this seemed to 

answer the question of whether the government would furnish their transportation back to 

San Francisco. The men certainly hoped that the government would “foot the bill,” but it 

appeared doubtful. The road home for the westerners seemed anything but smooth.67

Back home, a black-bordered Alta announced the death of President Lincoln on 

Sunday 16 April. The West Coast actually received the news by telegraph around ten 

o’clock in the morning of 15 April. The Alta building first heralded the calamity when it 

dropped its flag to half-mast and then posted the announcement on its bulletin board. The 

telegraph office posted the notice on its windows, too. Throughout the city and in the 

harbor, flags dropped to half-mast, bells tolled mournfully, and shocked and grieving 

citizens congregated in the streets. Offices and shops closed, business came to a halt, 

bars and drinking saloons shut their doors, theatres and restaurants emptied, and the city 

became shrouded in grief.68

64Parsons, 196. The commander o f  the Third Battalion, Captain Henry Alvord, recorded Grant’s 
reaction as the troop passed the reviewing stand in front o f  the White House. Parsons, 196.

65Ibid., 195.
66Ibid., 195-6.
67Ibid. The Californians began to realize that the government would consider their return passage 

to the Golden State insignificant compared to the other wartime “debts.”
6*Alta 16 April 1865.
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At first, the news seemed too incredible to be true, but as further dispatches 

arrived, the horrific reality set in. Grief soon turned to anger, and the front page of the 

Alta reported that “the offices of certain obnoxious publications were entered, and their 

types and presses thrown into the street”69 Angry citizens targeted a perceived 

secessionist paper, the French language Echo du Pacifique. Since the journal occupied 

the same building as the Alta California, and the two offices might become 

indistinguishable in the excitement of the moment, the Alta employees barred their doors 

and refused admission to anyone. The police acted swiftly to restore order, and the 

mayor ordered the militia to support civil authorities. Units guarded the streets that 

converged into the main intersections of the city. The commanding general, Irwin 

McDowell, ordered the federal forces to hold themselves in readiness to preserve order 

and quiet.70

For five sorrowful days, a black-bordered Alta reported on the events in 

Washington and San Francisco surrounding the president’s death, and the reaction to the 

tragedy around the state. The hunt for the assassins, the extent of the conspiracy, and the 

culpability of rebel leaders weighed heavily on the minds of the public. The new 

president, Andrew Johnson, received unanimous support in his new role. The nation 

knew and respected him for his service to the nation. The Alta editors believed that his 

past words and deeds seemed to guarantee the continuance of Lincoln’s policies and “if 

he lacks the comprehensive brain -  the large paternal heart of Lincoln -  he has firmness

70Ibid. General M cD ow ell’s forces took possession o f  the types and materials o f  the unfortunate 
Echo du Pacifique. A lta  16 April 1865.
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and determination -  a cool head and an iron will.”71 In their opinion, Johnson faced an 

enormous task and “a bereaved nation looks up to him with trust,” but they also had no 

doubt that the new president would rise to the challenge.72

Franklin Buck in Weaverville described the month of April as a “lifetime, as 

regards history and remarkable events.”73 His fellow citizens decorated the town with 

flags, fired artillery salutes, and held a celebratory dance when Richmond fell. The 

surrender of Lee and his army caused more rejoicing. People flocked into town to 

celebrate, and he wrote that “the Copperheads even gave it up and some of them went to 

the dance in the evening.”74

When the little town received the news of Lincoln’s assassination, the citizens 

reacted with shock and disbelief. Buck recalled that “we all looked and felt as though we 

were hearing of the death of some of our families . . . .  In this far off State every little 

town was draped in black, and Wednesday the 19th was observed by funeral 

ceremonies.”75 On that day, business ceased, and a funeral procession proceeded to the 

theatre where locals listened to eulogies by prominent citizens, prayers offered by a 

minister and a priest, music and songs from their brass band, and a select choir.76 Buck 

also echoed the opinion of the Alta editors concerning the new president, writing that

71Ibid„ 17 April 1865; 7 July 1864.

72Ibid.
73Ibid.
74Ibid. The “spur o f  the moment” ball attracted over two hundred people. Buck recalled, “1 don’t 

know when I have enjoyed one so much.” Buck, “Yankee Trader,” 27 April 1865, 203.
75Ibid., 204.
76Ibid.
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“the Rebellion will not get off so easy at the hands of Andrew Johnson as it would if they 

had let Lincoln live.”77

The death of Lincoln drove a deeper wedge into the community than even 

secession and rebellion. Buck articulated a feeling that certainly permeated other 

communities in the state and nation. He wrote bitterly that “we have about decided to 

quit all social intimacy with some of our southern friends whom we have gotten along 

with up to this time by ignoring the subject of the war when we are in their company. 

They have taken no part in our rejoicing or in our m ourning. . . .  They have to rejoice 

over this event in their own houses and among themselves. They are very careful what 

they say on the street. . . .  I think the War will last some time yet on a small scale and it 

better last until they are all killed.”78

The fall of Savannah and Charleston caused the same joyous celebrations by 

Unionists in the Southland as in San Francisco. Spirits rose even higher when rumors of 

Confederate peace overtures surfaced. When Los Angeles received news of the fall of 

the Confederate capital of Richmond, citizens spilled out into the streets, danced, 

shouted, and offered toasts to Grant and Lincoln. After years of being overshadowed by 

the secessionist majority, the loyalists in southern California finally had reason to cheer. 

Their joy climaxed when the telegraph flashed a bulletin on 10 April that announced the 

surrender of Lee and his army. The News reported that “a simultaneous firing of guns

78Ibid., 205. Buck related how one Missouri woman remarked that “when she heard o f  Lee’s 
surrender her heart failed her and she though that God had forsaken them, but when she heard o f  the killing 
o f  the President she thought that God had again remembered them and was on their side — and there are 
many who think the same way.” Buck, “Yankee Trader,” 27 April 1865, 204.
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sprang up in all parts of the city, which with a general merriment among Union citizens, 

was continued all night.”79 The rebellion seemed crushed.

Union leaders feared that as the rebellion wound down, defeated Confederate 

soldiers and supporters might seek refuge in the southern California counties. It seemed 

a plausible prospect, given the questionable allegiance and the level of hostility in the 

area. The News charged that federal and military officials ignored this threat.80

The desolate landscape of the “cow counties” also provided a relatively easy 

highway to Mexico. The Alta front page reprinted a prospectus from the White M an’s 

Colonization Society, whose members had threatened to leave the country if Lincoln won, 

and now advertised about a refuge in Mexico, six hundred miles south of Mazatlan 

(which the Alta editors calculated was in the Pacific Ocean along the California to 

Panama sea route.) The article continued to point out that “as this is intended 

exclusively for a white man’s colony, it is especially agreed that no Negro, Mongolian or 

Abolitionist can, on any condition, become a member of the Association.”81 After 

reading this article, a reader from Sonoma wrote that the departure of the secessionists 

provided “a capital chance for Union men to buy valuable farms in Sonoma Valley. The 

farms were dilapidated and neglected, but the land is rich and will ‘bloom and blossom as 

the rose.’ ”82

The Alta’s Los Angeles correspondent reported that some French and Spanish 

Americans in the Southland intended to make the trek across the border into Mexico.

79Robinson, Los Angeles, 158. 
Ibid.

81Alta  7 December 1864.
82Ibid., 9 December 1864.
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The same writer claimed that overwhelming evidence suggested that disgruntled 

secessionists, who “wish[ed j to free themselves from the despotism of Lincoln and the 

military dynasty which he is determined to establish upon the ruins of the Southern 

Democracy,” had similar plans.83 The activities of the “Knights of the Golden Circle” 

suspiciously increased, and mysterious strangers from Nevada and other places 

materialized in the vicinity. Whether these disloyal and disaffected souls hoped to gain 

prominence and position under Mexico’s flag, or they intended to establish their own 

independent country, seemed predicated on their reception by Mexican authorities. 

Mexico became their “promised land.” 84

Secessionists in Los Angeles greeted the death of Lincoln with joy. Many made 

intemperate and inflammatory remarks, and feelings ran high in this deeply divided 

community. The News suggested that the secessionists deserved the hangman’s noose. 

Harris Newmark noted that most southern sympathizers initially believed that Lincoln’s 

death would improve their cause. Either the military or the more levelheaded members 

of the community quickly suppressed their initial and ill-advised joy. As the day for the 

president’s funeral approached, most realized the catastrophic consequences for their 

cause and the country. Newmark wrote that “even radically-inclined citizens, in an effort 

to uphold the fair name of the town, fell into line.”85 Nevertheless, the Department of the

83Alta, 22 December 1864.
84Ibid.
85Newmark, “Reminiscences,” 337-8; Robinson, Los Angeles, 161. When the brother-in-law o f  

the late Albert Sidney Johnston, Dr. John S. Griffin, heard the news about Lincoln, he rushed for the street 
and cheered for Jefferson Davis and the Confederacy. Newmark restrained him, fearing for his safety. 
Years later, Griffin thanked Newmark for saving him from certain death. Another incident involved a 
young man, who hurrahed and sang Dixie and received a severe beating from his Bavarian immigrant 
father. Since his mother was a fervent secessionist, Newmark noted that this incident nearly broke up the 
family. Newmark, “Reminiscences,” 337.
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Pacific in San Francisco ordered the commander at Drum Barracks to arrest anyone who 

gloated over the president’s death.86

On 19 April, as Washington paid its final respects to the martyred president, Los 

Angeles businesses closed, and federal, state, county, and municipal leaders, various 

lodges and societies, military units, and civilians processed through the streets to city 

hall. Later, memorial services took place among the various denominations with 

eulogies, orations, and prayers for Lincoln’s soul and Secretary of State William 

Seward’s recovery. The News reported that the speeches “drew tears from eyes all 

unused to weeping.”87 Resolutions passed that “with feelings of the deepest sorrow we 

deplore the loss our country has sustained in the untimely end of our late President; but as 

it has pleased the Almighty to deprive this Country of its Chief and great friend, we bow 

with submission to the All-wise Will.”88

Lincoln’s death and the northern victory profoundly affected the political 

complexion of Los Angeles. For the first time, the entire Union slate of candidates 

triumphed in the municipal elections held in May. Incredibly, after years of pro

secessionist sentiments, Los Angeles elected Jose' Mascarel, a Unionist, as mayor. 

Newmark admitted that the federal victory probably improved affairs throughout the 

country, but improvement came slowly to the southern California economy.89

Bitter feelings lingered for several years. When Horace Bell, one of the very few 

Angelenos to serve in the Union army, returned, he received a hostile reception from his

86Robinson, Los Angeles, 161; Newmark, Rem iniscences,” 339.
87Robinson, Los Angeles, 162; Newmark, “Rem iniscences,” 339. Secretary Seward sustained 

severe, life-threatening wounds during an attack by one o f  the assassination conspirators.
88Ibid., 339.
89Ibid.; Robinson, Los Angeles, 162.
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neighbors. Bell complained that all but a few old friends turned their backs on him, 

horrified “at the idea of a Los Angeles man of your stamp fighting on the side of the 

blacks!”90 He claimed that secessionists in El Monte attacked him on several occasions. 

Another Union veteran, Charles Jenkins, home from Andersonville prison, fared no better 

and lived for a while on Santa Catalina Island to avoid the hostility. By war’s end, Bell 

believed that the city was the most vindictive, uncompromising community in the United 

States.91

Confederates also found the return to civilian life difficult, at first. They arrived 

home, often penniless, and relied on old friends for help. Some never returned to the 

Southland at all. Slowly, however, enmity and bitterness between old enemies subsided, 

and some became business partners and friends. Henry Hamilton returned to Los 

Angeles and resumed publication of a moderate and respectable Los Angeles Star for 

about five years. Then the Star endured a series of leasees and editors until it ceased 

publication forever in 1879.92

The war’s end brought little glory to the members of the “Hundred” and 

“Battalion.” After their triumphant march down Pennsylvania Avenue, the regiment 

changed camps enroute to Vienna, Virginia. Officers left the unit for other duties, 

prisoners of war returned, and some men received honorary promotions. The United 

States army finally mustered out the Second Massachusetts Cavalry on 19 July. The next 

day, the 20th, became recognized as the final day of service for the regiment. The 

California contingent received a special flag from their respected colonel, Caspar

90Bell, “Ranger,” 76-81.
91Ibid.; Robinson, Los Angeles, 163.

92Ibid„ 164-5.
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Crowninshield, who paid for the dark blue silk banner, with the seal of the state of 

California in the center, out of his own pocket. From the beginning, he had recognized 

the Californians as the heart and backbone of the regiment.93

Since the men had turned in their horses, they marched on foot in a blazing sun to 

waiting freight trains at Vienna. After a trip to Philadelphia in the tightly packed, poorly 

ventilated train, they boarded another train to New York City and then a steamer to 

Providence, Rhode Island. A last train trip to Readville, Massachusetts, deposited them 

at their old barracks at Camp Meigs. Neither the conditions nor the welcome mirrored 

that of 1863. There the men discovered that neither the federal government nor the 

Commonwealth of Massachusetts intended to provide for their transportation home. This 

seemed the crudest blow of all. With the help of a lawyer, the unit finally forced the 

military to pay the fare of anyone who wished to return to San Francisco. This decision, 

however, came in November and was too late for the majority who paid their own way 

home in August.94

Of the 502 Californians of the “Hundred” and “Battalion,” 182 remained at the 

end. On 3 August, the men received their pay, and the regiment officially disbanded. No 

speeches, parades, or publicity marked the occasion. After two and one half years of 

service in twenty-five engagements, the only Californians who fought in the main theatre 

of the war simply left. Some stayed in the East, but most found their way back to the 

Golden State with their special flag and resumed their lives. The last veteran of the

93Parsons, 197. Thomas H. Merry, with the Californians in the Army o f  the Potomac, explained to 
the Alta readers in a letter, dated 25 March 1864, that the colonel “is a fine officer . . .  and is one o f  the very 
few Massachusetts officers who have treated the Californians as men and patriots should be treated; he has 
shown them many acts o f  kindness and indulgence; for this and his acknowledged bravery and military
experience he has won a strong hold on their affection.” Alta  28 April 1864.

94
Parsons, 197-8.

209

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



“Hundred” and “Battalion” died in California in 1937. For the citizens and soldiers of the 

Golden State, the war finally ended.95

95Ibid., 197-9. The California State Capitol Museum owns and displays Colonel Crowninshield’s 
flag. Rogers and Rogers, 426.
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EPILOGUE

In November 1864, the Daily Alta California editors proudly described San 

Francisco as the most loyal city in America. Upon examination o f California’s 

newspapers from 1861-1865, this statement bears merit. In a young state with decidedly 

divided allegiances, loyalty issues colored every aspect o f daily life, and the 

overwhelming patriotic sentiment centered in San Francisco and environs bound the 

Golden State to the Stars and Stripes. When the legislature declared the state’s allegiance 

to the Union in 1861, it pledged all o f California’s resources, tangible and intangible, to 

the preservation o f the Union. This resolute devotion rendered California’s greatest 

service to the nation during the rebellion.

When the war ended, its citizens knew that they had significantly contributed to 

the Union victory. Hubert Bancroft articulated the pride of Californians when he wrote, 

“For . . .  services in this contest for freedom . . .  [California] should share in the glory of 

having helped to preserve the integrity o f the union [sic].”1 Most Californians rejoiced 

and some grumbled, but all knew that they had reason to be grateful. The state’s 

newspapers and the pioneer memoirs revealed the state’s committed response to the war 

effort and the remarkably “normal” life of its citizens. It seemed that the war had only 

marginally affected the Golden State.

'Bancroft 7:314.
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The Civil War is the central event in California’s history as a state. Its response 

and participation transformed it from a chaotic, disorganized, frontier society to a settled, 

disciplined, and progressive state. It also produced a subtle, ongoing identity 

transformation that changed thousands of adventurers, fortune-seekers, and 

homesteaders, who symbolically as well as physically had left their home states, into 

“Californians.” A profound political transformation occurred when the voters rejected 

the corrupt, divisive stewardship o f the Chivalry and entrusted state government to a 

coalition of Republicans and Union-loving Democrats. At the core o f this “revolution” 

lay the hope for reform and responsible management, but, more importantly, support for 

the national administration.

The Civil War brought an increase in California’s population, stimulated its 

economic growth, and solidified its ties to the nation. The public followed the war 

intently, volunteered continuously, donated funds generously, and served honorably 

wherever needed. Their gold and silver mines financed the federal government, their 

vigilance prevented treasonous activities, and their loyalty foiled Confederate designs in 

the West. They supported Abraham Lincoln’s policies, accepted the Emancipation 

Proclamation, ratified the Thirteenth Amendment, and enacted social reforms that seemed 

unimaginable a decade earlier. Although California seemed untouched and unchanged by 

the war, in reality, it probably changed more than any other northern state.

The turning point for California politics came with the death of Senator David C. 

Broderick in an 1859 duel. This event led to a political revolution in 1860, the 

repudiation o f the Chivalry, the election o f Abraham Lincoln, and the awakening of the 

population to the seriousness o f  the situation. The year 1861 marked another turning
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point for the state. The attack on Fort Sumter coalesced even the most latent patriotic 

sentiment and linked California to the national war effort. The grassroots Union 

sentiment found expression in the churches, newspaper editorials, mass meetings, 

demonstrations, and Union Clubs formed throughout the state. In the statewide election 

in 1861, voters turned most of the remaining secessionists out o f office and swept the 

new Republican Party into power.

Once Californians paid attention to the national crisis, the choice for Union 

became simple. The alternatives, inclusion in a weak Pacific Republic or an alliance with 

an unstable Confederate government, held no promise o f security or stability for the 

Golden State. Despite the large pro-southern element in the “cow counties,” California 

had little in common with the South. Most citizens viewed slavery as incompatible with 

a frontier society, and the southern states produced very little that the Golden State 

required. Few ships bound for the West Coast called at southern ports, so California 

traded exclusively with the North.

The state had a long tradition o f determined and independent actions. Bold, 

pragmatic adventurers had made the long trek to the West, and they continued that 

approach in the building of a new society. The Forty-niners resented the competition of 

foreigners and minorities in the diggings, but the realization that they spent good money 

moderated racial prejudice and hatred. Californians crafted a constitution, established a 

state government, elected state and federal officials, and forced their way into the Union. 

To ensure public safety, citizens formed vigilance committees, exacted rudimentary 

justice, and attempted long-term political reform. When the “greenback” policy of the 

Lincoln administration threatened the economy of the state, the legislature passed the
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Specific Contract Law to mitigate its effects but never wavered in its loyalty to the 

administration.

Location insulated the state from the suffering and sacrifices experienced by the 

Atlantic states. When peace movements gained momentum in the East as the war 

dragged on, California’s morale never waned. Some authors have suggested that this 

devotion stemmed from guilt, as illustrated by Thomas Starr King’s comment, “I feel so 

ashamed of myself that I am not at the East engaged demonstratively in the war.”2 Guilt 

certainly existed and motivated the actions o f some, but Californians maintained the same 

level of commitment until the war’s end.

Unlike the border states o f the Upper South, California needed no troops or 

legislative maneuvers to secure its allegiance and no military occupation to maintain it. 

Federal officials and state military authorities felt confident that state volunteer regiments 

could assume the military duties of the regular army throughout the West. These 

volunteers delivered one of the Golden State’s first contributions to the war effort, by 

freeing up federal soldiers for service in the East.

Drafting from the Pacific Coast proved impractical and expensive, but by war’s 

end, Californians served in the West, Southwest, and even in the East. Most men itched 

to join the fighting “back East.” Two regiments, organized after Fort Sumter, consisted 

of former Californians who lived in the East and immediately became know as the 

“California Regiments.” The “Column from California” served in the Southwest, and the 

“California Hundred” and “California Battalion” joined the Army of the Potomac.

2
Peterson, “Sanitary Commission,” 336. David Lavender, California: A Bicentennial History 

(N ew  York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1976), 103.
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Wherever past and present Californians served, they fiercely clung to their identity as 

“Californians,” proudly carried their distinctive colors, and served with the assurance that 

they were a better class o f soldier, especially the cavalrymen, than the men from the older 

states.

Most California soldiers settled for the patrolling and policing duties in the forts 

and Overland Mail routes in the West. This duty was tedious, miserable, lonely, and 

underappreciated; yet men consistently filled volunteer units, and some even volunteered 

a second time. Other California troops served in the Southwest, controlled traffic across 

the California-Arizona border, and fought Apaches. The most difficult duty performed 

by all the California Volunteers undoubtedly fell to those stationed in southern California 

towns where they monitored disloyal activities and kept the peace. This tense and 

thankless duty pitted the troops against an elusive enemy: not a Confederate soldier, but 

fellow-citizens with secessionist sympathies who had civil liberties and constitutional 

rights. For some, the rigorous duty lasted well beyond the end of the war, and they 

received little recognition, no glory, and their service remains largely unknown.

Location determined that California fought a different civil war, faced a different 

enemy, and dealt with different security issues than its Atlantic brethren. Most o f the 

seventeen thousand Californians who served never directly encountered enemy forces, 

but their service foiled rebel expansion into the West, and deprived the Confederacy of 

California’s mineral wealth, unfortified coastline, and the support and manpower o f its 

disloyal minority. In a sense, California did hold the fate of the nation in its hands. Any 

Confederate link up with California would have inflicted a devastating blow on the North 

and contributed to a possible southern victory.
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In The Rumble o f  California Politics, Royce Delmatier and Clarence F. McIntosh 

called California a state full of contradictions, where the paradox is the norm and the 

norm is always unusual. The ultimate paradox may be that Californians, always so proud 

and vain, generally overlooked their finest moment and greatest source o f pride. Most 

never connected the state and the rebellion, nor knew the valuable service the thirty-first 

state rendered to the nation. The cunning Gwin, the martyred Broderick, the brave 

California “Hundred” and “Battalion,” the long-suffering California Volunteers, the loyal 

Downey, Stanford, and Low, the favorite-son Baker, and the spellbinding Starr King 

were largely unknown figures.3

The Los Angeles Times, in a 7 September 2006 editorial, acknowledged that 

California always has been more interested in the future than in the past. The editors also 

suggested that the Civil War might remain an unknown chapter for Californians. Thomas 

Starr King, the Unitarian minister, whose oratory solidified Union support, became one 

o f the most beloved heroes to emerge from the war years. For seventy-five years, Starr 

King’s statue represented California in Statuary Hall in the Capitol in Washington D. C. 

Recently, the California Legislature voted to oust Starr King from his honored place and 

replace him with Ronald Reagan. The Times editors admitted that he “may have been an 

intellectual star in the mid-19th century, but today he’s not exactly a household name.

It’s a safe bet that most Californians who know his name at all first learned it while 

visiting the U. S. Capitol, then promptly exclaimed, ‘Huh?’ ”4 Ironically, the other 

honored Californian in Statuary Hall is Father Junipero Serra, founder of the California

3
Royce Delmatier and Clarence F. McIntosh et al, The Rumble o f  California Politics 1848-1870  

(New York: W iley, 1970), 2.
4
Los Angeles Times 7 September 2006.
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Missions. His position seems secure although a vote could be cast for David C. 

Broderick, the martyred senator, whose death might just qualify him as the one who 

saved California for the Union.
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