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Introduction 

The role of the Catholic Church and the "Spiritual Conquest" 
in the Iberian (Spanish) conquest of the Americas significantly 
altered the socio-cultural hierarchy as well as the landscape of 
the New World. The "Spiritual Conquest" provided the avenues 
for conversion and colonization to be accomplished nearly 
simultaneously with the blessing of the Crown. Herbert E. Bolton, 
Robert H . .Jackson, and a host of others have noted that the missions 
functioned as frontier institutions in the "civilizing" of those 
thought to be "savages." 1 This "civilizing" of the indigenous 
peoples received its greatest support from governing powers when 
frontier lands were threatened by foreign expansion or required 
"purification" and "spiritual education" before the desired labor 
and goods could be harvested. The natives suffered the brunt of the 
abuse. 

The system, although not created in the Americas during 
colonization, continued even after Mexico gained its independence 
from Spain and can clearly be seen through an examination of 
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Mission San Francisco Solano, better known today as the Sonoma 
Mission (Valley of the Moon). San Francisco Solano was unique. It 
was the only Alta California mission founded (1823) after Mexico 
became independent but before the entire mission system was 
secularized in the 1830s. It was the final mission built in a series 
of twenty-one Franciscan establishments that formed the California 
mission chain and the only mission founded in that period without 
the formal permission of the Church. Solano's unique founding 
raises questions about its purpose, the final disposition of its land, 
its role as a "civilizing" tool as Bolton suggested, the policies and 
structure of the mission, and the abuses that existed within it. 

Europeans nearly caused the annihilation of the indigenous 
populations in the Americas by bringing foreign pathogens into 
what historians refer to as the "virgin soils" (uncompromised) of 
the New World. The Franciscan desire (and that of other orders) to 
"civilize the savages," put additional pressures on the indigenous, 
and the Sonoma Mission did indeed serve as a frontier institution 
that allowed for the advancement of colonization under the guise of 
the need for spiritual conversion. The mission continued to serve 
these ends after secularization. The abuse at San Francisco Solano 
and those who condoned it sought to "civilize" the indigenous and 
enforce colonial will. A fresh look at the results, however, reveals 
both the limits of the effort and the ways in which the indigenous 
transcended it. In the end, San Francisco Solano acts as a case 
study exploring how the indigenous reacted and transcended the 
abuses of the mission system, as well as their struggle to survive 
secularization under military .and civil control. 
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Sources and Mission Studies 

Although extensive research has explored specific categories 
regarding the "Spiritual Conquest" of the Americas, few studies 
have researched the problem in relation to Alta California and 
San Francisco Solano. Specifically, how indigenous socio-cultural 
perspectives changed is still poorly understood. 

Other significant problems stem from the destruction of 
indigenous records in Mexico and the lack of records from the 
Alta California period. Reconstruction of missing histories often 
led to their Europeanization. In Alta California , descriptive 
accounts of indigenous culture came from Spanish friars, officials, 
travelers, or settlers, most of whom were prominent men. In the 
later nineteenth century, oral testimonies from aged indigenous 
survivors contained filters of time, as well as personal agendas and 
biases. 2 Even less reliable are the hagiographies, yet those reverent 
accounts lend insight into the era and help us identify particular 
mindsets . Perhaps more useful are the records, requests , and letters 
from the missionaries who, as Jackson has pointed out, were often 
"self-centered and self-serving," yet tended to provide a useful 
glimpse into indigenous life. 3 Nevertheless, these records, too, raise 
questions because birth and death records of converts as well as 
mission inventories, including cattle, and agricultural production, 
were often miscounted.4 Existing records for the Sonoma Mission 
are in repositories such as the Bancroft Library at the University of 
California Berkley, and were not easily accessible for the present 
study. Thanks, however, to Lynn Bremer at the Santa .Barbra Mission 
Archives-Library (SBMAL), new information (previously ignored 
archival documents) documents the abuses at Mission Solano. 

Some twentieth-century literature about the missions of Alta 
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California tends to lack sufficient historical data and presents a 
limited view. Adult readers frequently find romanticized views 
of the missions, and juvenile readers learn that the Indians of the 
time were poor creatures who not only needed to be converted 
to Christianity, but also saved from starvation.5 William Henry 
Hudson uncritically wrote that a "serious conflict" was avoided 
because "one of the fathers drew forth ... a canvas bearing the 
picture of the Virgin ... [and the) savages threw their weapons to the 
ground" to besiege "the marvelous images" thus narrowly averting 
danger. 6 As the sun set on the twentieth century, writers Rupert 
Casto and Jeannette Henry Casto rocked previous notions regarding 
the California missions by presenting the horrors of mission life in 
their book The Missions of California: A Legacy of Genocide. Their 
highly polemical book challenged the comfort level of conventional 
wisdom about missions, but, like Hudson, still represented an 
extreme that failed to consider the whole picture. 

"Civilizing" Missions and "Double Mistaken Identity" 

Among those who sought to offer a more complete picture was 
Herbert Eugene Bolton (and others) who argued that the "Spiritual 
Conquest" was part of an "economic" process that they dubbed the 
"civilizing function." The "civilizing function" began with the 
conversion of the indigenous to the Catholic faith. Further, natives 
were required to adopt the customs and behaviors of Europeans and 
to accept the exploitation of local resources (labor, land, etc.) by 
the power doing the "civilizing." According to Bolton, the effort 
of the Catholic clergy to implement the "civilizing function" was 
necessary to create a bulwark that would allow for the successful 
colonization of the region as well as the formation of a peasantry, 
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of sorts. 7 The missionaries , Bolton wrote , "Were a veritable corps of 
Indian agents, serving both Church and State."8 

Contemporary historians have challenged Bolton's views. 
According to Jackson and a host of other historians, the indigenous 
people mediated their adoption and adaptation of Christianity. Prior 
to this study, little evidence had been uncovered to support the 
existence of this process at Mission San Francisco Solano.9 Further, 
Louise Burkhart has stressed that, "modern Indian religion is seen 
as a mixture of pre-Hispanic and European elements, a middle 
ground between the two cultures," and noted "the often surprising 
extent to which ancient beliefs survive." 10 A similar process likely 
occurred at Sonoma. 

Several reasons help explain why information on Sonoma is 
limited. Primarily, by 1823, the year of the founding of the Sonoma 
Mission, the "newness" of cultural encounters had for the most part 
worn off. In addition, unlike the peoples of central Mesoamerica, 
the indigenous people from the Sonoma region did not craft written 
versions of their languages. Increased encroachment by outsiders 
left the natives in what Randall Milliken aptly referred to as "a 
time of little choice."" In both regions and eras, the appearance 
of accepting Christianity often allowed the natives greater liberties . 
In many cases, they continued to practice their own religion while 
appearing to have adopted the favored lifestyle. 

James Lockhart, an ethnohistorian, has referred to that process 
as "double mistaken identity." According to Lockhart, neither the 
foreigner. nor the indigenous fully understood one another. Lockhart 
argued that "the root of cultural interaction between Nahuas and 
Spaniards was a process ... whereby each side takes it that a given 
form or concept is essentially one already known to" the other. 
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Therefore, each group, and by extension, each person "could view 
Indian town government, the monastery complexes, mural painting, 
land tenure, and many other phenomena," differently in accordance 
witl:J. a personal or group "frame ofreference." 12 Langer and Jackson 
illuminated this concept in California when they wrote that "The 
Indians viewed the Franciscans as witches with powerful magic" 
and "probably made efforts to use the priests as intermediaries 
with the spirit world," unconsciously invoking Lockhart's idea of 
"double mistaken identity." 13 

Langer and Jackson also have argued that "the destruction of 
the Indian populations" at the missions "precluded any meaningful 
conversion to Catholicism or any large-scale effort at syncretism."14 

It is doubtful that the Pala from the twenty-second asistencia 
(smaller mission) near San Diego would agree, because today, 
they have a thriving society that appears to have had a meaningful 
conversion to Catholicism and incorporated many traditional 
beliefs. 15 Maynard Geiger's book, As the Padres Saw Them, contains 
responses to questionnaires that were sent out from the Department 
of Overseas Colonies in Cadiz, Spain. Those responses allow the 
astute reader to observe syncretism and cases of "double mistaken 
identity." A case in point occurred at Mission San Francisco, where 
the padres reported that the indigenous did not practice idolatry, 
but that "the Indians have some foolish practices when they go 
hunting and fishing which if they fail to practice [the rite] they forgo 
the hunt and fishing. For instance, they plant a stick with feathers 
and seeds or they abstain from meat." 16 In other words, if Indians 
failed to perform the proper rituals they would not risk their safety. 
The questionnaire pre-dated the founding of the final missions 
giving the illusion that syncretism or double mistaken identity may 
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not occur at Sonoma until Randall Milliken's research. According 
to Milliken: 

the core group of adult Christians at Mission Santa 
Clara ... was composed of people from the Alson village 
of San Francisco Solano, rather than the nearer tiny 
Tamien villages. Julian Julau ... a thirty-year-old man 
from San Francisco Solano village, became the first 
Indian alcalde ... at Mission Santa Clara. 17 

Milliken's research lends evidence to the idea that the responses 
involved natives from Sonoma and Napa. 

Iberian Culture 

The Iberians (Spanish and Portuguese), at the time of their 
invasions of the Americas, boasted a society stratified into three 
basic divisions (estates): nobility, clergy, and commoners, with each 
estate stratified within itself. 18 The social hierarchy was based on 
kinship; that is, familial origins, ties , and marriage, all of which 
could increase or decrease a person's status. De jure social status 
dictated the colors and styles of clothing people wore, the foods 
they consumed, the jobs they held, the tools or weapons they could 
own, and the punishments they received for committing crimes. 
Wealthy families commonly sent their daughters to a convent where 
they would remain until they became either a bride of a man or a 
"Bride of Christ." Males, on the other hand , remained to receive 
a formal education that included developing their intellectual and . 
physical prowess. Children from lower classes worked simply to 
survive. Marriage, for the most part, was an economic contract that 
provided for social and economic advancement. 
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A Tale of Two Cultures: Mesoamerica and Alta California 

In contrast to Iberian cultures, the cultures in the Americas 
were highly diverse. According to Mark A. Burkholder and Lyman 
L. Johnson, before the Iberian incursions, Latin America had "over 
350 major tribal groups, 15 distinct cultural centers, and more than 
160 linguistic stocks." 19 Throughout the Americas, were countless 
numbers of sedentary, semi-sedentary, and non-sedentary groups, 
each with its ow:ri social hierarchy and ritual beliefs. 20 

The roles of men and women within indigenous society differed 
in important ways from those found among the Spanish, and notable 
variations existed among native groups, too. The Aztec pattern 
tended to be patrilineal , others were matrilineal, and yet another 
group might be both patrilineal and matrilineal.21 Throughout the 
Americas, men tended to hunt or have a specialized skill that they 
practiced while women generally performed domestic duties and 
played a major role in the agricultural process, craft production, and 
marketing. 22 Duties were not exclusive to gender,23 and Europeans 
commented that native women were outside the realm of proper 
women. 24 

Children of sedentary indigenous groups had experiences 
similar to those of Spanish children, and experiences that were 
vastly different. Aztec children, for instance, were educated 
according to their standing in society as well as by the date and 
sign of their births. 25 Boys of commoners became warriors while 
those from noble origins were primarily trained in priestly or 
administrative duties, and as warriors. 26 Girls unlike their Spanish 
counterparts had possibilities other than marriage or becoming 
nuns .27 

In central Mexico, the societies were highly stratified with 
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complex political, economic, and social • hierarchies living in 
magnificent cities and enormous wealth. 28 Probably the most 
renowned description was that of Bernal Dfaz del Castillo , who 
recalled the beauty of the Tenochtitlan: 

The towers and cues [temples] were full of people as 
well as the canoes from all parts of the lake. Gazing on 
such wonderful sights ... on one side ... there were great 
cities ... and the lake itself was crowded with canoes, 
and in the Causeway yVere many bridges. 29 

Yet despite those intricacies, Europeans failed to grasp the vast 
complexity of indigenous societies, generally contending they were 
barbaric or that the "Indian" had the mental capacity of a "perpetual 
child" who needed "civilizing. " Unfortunately, those ethnocentric 
views continued in the northern regions , including California. 

California lacked the grand civilizations and wealth observed 
during the first entradas (expeditions) into Mexico. The geographic 
diversity within California mirrored the diversity among its 
peoples. In California, six stocks served as a base for at least 
sixty-four and possibly as many as eighty different languages , and 
myriad dialects. 30 Both Santos and Milliken concurred that the 
missionaries' recruitment affected "ninety-six tribes and villages" 
in the San Francisco area alone. 31 

Despite the lack of written records, the magnitude of 
archeological finds provides evidence that great cultures existed. 
For instance, at Olompali State Historic Park on Mount Burdell, the 
Olompali ("southern village" or "southern people") of the Coast 
Miwok "inhabited at least one site ... from 6000 BCE [to] the 1850s."32 

The women of the Olompali gathered to grind "acorns and seeds," 
socialize, and perhaps discuss the problems of their day. In doing 
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so, they left their mark on kitchen rock (a large boulder). Records 
in California lend strength to the existence of gender parallelism 
dating from pre-Hispanic origins. According to Isabel Kelly, on the 
Marin Peninsula: 

there were two important female leaders . [One was the] 
woman chief (h6ypuh kuleyih) ... the second female 
leader (maien) was a genuinely key person_: 'maien 
bosses everyone, even h6ypuh' [who] was head of 
the dance house. [M]6ien dealt with and oversaw 
construction of a new dance house ... sent out invitation 
sticks for dances , and , in some cases, selected the 
performers . 33 

~hromcler Village Size Occupants 
Anza; Largest 400 
Canizares 
Crespi; Font Large 200-250 
Anza "Good Size" 100 
Pal6u "not large" 40 

Further, according to Helen McCarthy, a secret society called the 
huta ranked "above the village, or olkapma affiliation and controlled 
the artisans. "34 The fact that the society had a term for their village 
and for a secret society above the level of the village lends evidence 
to the idea of a more sedentary society than researchers previously 
thought .35 As with people in Mesoamerica, the inhabitants of Alta 
California had their own hierarchies, customs, and micro-patriotic 
groups. Native populations were thinly spread, creating a balance 
between the land and the people.36 The data in the table above 
illustrates the demographics of the San Francisco Area, providing 
a sharp contrast between the Bay Area's "largest" at 400 and the 
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magnitude of Tenochtitlan.37 Lifestyles were also different. The 
people in California lived in, "hemispherical huts with bulrush or 
grass-bundle thatching" unless they were near wooded areas. 38 

The subsistence and material cultures in the San Francisco area 
often went unseen by the first explorers, missionaries, and settlers. 
According Milliken, "the land was divided among scores of 
independent tribes [and] associations of families that [sic] worked 
together. .. within fixed territories" maintaining yearly ceremonial 
cycles. "39 Further, Milliken has asserted that indigenous people 
in the Bay area sustained themselves by harvesting local resources, 
which they augmented with "resources received in trade, "40 taking 
advantage of "indirect trading network[s)" when items were not 
available locally.41 Their diversity created a "complex mosaic of 
cultural variation. "42 According to Milliken: 

in some areas of California, the families of a tribe 
shared a single central village location for much of the 
year; however, Bay Area tribe members lived most of 
the year in a more dispersed pattern. The Ssalsons ... for 
example, lived contemporaneously at the three villages 
of Aleitac, Altagmu, and Uturpe. The Huimens of the 
southern Marin Peninsula also had three key villages, 
Anamas, Livangelua, and Naique.43 

As a result "neighboring tribes were tied together by bonds 
of commerce and economic reciprocity as well as by bonds of 
intermarriage. "44 

Colliding Cultures and the "Spiritual Conquest" 

Into that native world, the Spanish arrived with their notion of 
one "true" religion, Catholicism. Some clergy, including members 
of the Franciscan order, believed that they needed to prepare 
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the world for the second coming of Christ by converting all who 
were not Christians . In the indigenous world, great leaders and 
great events tended to have marvelous mythical beginnings with 
foundations based on a historical event or phenomena. 45 Indigenous 
people also had their own creation myths, migration folklore, and 
religious practices that, for the most part, highly offended Catholic 
priests and average Spaniards alike because of a propensity for 
daily human sacrifice.46 The church destroyed everything thought 
to be idolatrous,4 7 a process that continued in other areas including 
California. 

While foreign pathogens caused a devastating 80-90% mortality 
rate,48 the Catholic Church helped advance the colonization of 
the Americas in ways other than destroying practices presumed 
to be idolatrous. For example, the Treaty of Tordesillas, divided 
the New World , and allowed the spread of Christianity while also 
collecting tributes in labor, goods, and precious metals as revenue. 
That dual process advanced the cause of 'the crown and the cross.' 49 

The first clerics who came with Cortes were secular rather than 
members of trained mendicant orders. Not until May 1524 did 
the first significant group of regular clergy arrived in New Spain, a 
contingent of twelve Franciscan Friars. 50 In 1542, new regulations 
regarding the treatment of Native Americans in places such as New 
Spain"1 came in part from the urgings of Fray Bartolome de las Casas 
(1474-1566). 52 

Early Teaching of the Faith was Tantamount to Confusion 
. 

Christianization proved to be a difficult and deadly experience 
for many of those involved. Clergy were often martyred for their 
beliefs and the indigenous . often died from the diseases brought 
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by the strangers and sometimes the conversion methods. Beyond 
the earliest conversion methods , teaching the faith rather than 
baptism became paramount in the process, see table 1. The earliest 
conversions were brutal and required little more than the reading 
of the requerimiento (requirement), which the natives often found 
about as communicative as a brick wall, but which was often used 
as a license for a "just war." 53 Had it not been for the horrific 
brutality that often followed the reading of the requerimiento, the 
event might have appeared more like a theatrical show by Firesign 
Theater in which a priest simply waved a cross and exclaimed, 
"domini, domini, domini, and you're all Catholics now. " 54 Teaching 
the new faith was often tantamount to confusion rather than a clear 
and concise lesson. 

In every period and area, the clergy had their own unique way 
of teaching the faith. Each group most likely believed that they 
were conveying or receiving the "true" Christianity but for the most 
part, they generally entered into what James Lockhart referred to 
as "double mistaken identity. " The cross as a religious symbol 
has often found itself at the center of great confusion, debate, and 
even death. The lessons in fray Bernardino de Sahagun's Exercicio 
Quotidiano most likely rendered confusion but the extent of the 
confusion is speculative.55 Consequently, the formation of cults 
and some forms of religious veneration may actually be the result 
of "double mistaken identity. "56 

Another potent example of the possibility of this kind of 
spiritual confusion is offered by Juan Diego 's vision of the Virgin 
of Guadalupe in 1531. While the apparition may have never 
happened, the legacy of the apparition has woven itself within the 
very fabric of the Americas and even parts of Europe. Did Juan 
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Diego see the Virgin of Guadalupe as a European Mary, or was she 
an apparition of Tonantzin, a pre-conquest goddess, or perhaps a 
fusion of the two, much like the Iberian and indigenous cultures? 
The Virgin had become a powerful figure both to the local Spaniards 
and to the Nahuas (and others).57 According to Stephanie Wood, the 
incorporation of patron saints into daily life often served as a means 
of transcending the changes that occurred during the spiritual 
conquest."8 Wood's research on Nahuatl testaments shows "twenty-
four examples wherein family members shared the name of and had 
a special devotion to a saint venerated," including the gifting of 
land and structures to the saints. "9 

The Mission and Its Program 

According to Robert Jackson the "Spanish frontier policy 
sought, in part, to modify the social and economic structure of 
semi-sedentary and nomadic native groups to conform more closely 
to that of the sedentary, town-dwelling agricultural communities 
that the Spanish successfully dominated and exploited. "60 As time 
marched on so did the organization of regulations for conversion 
and punishment, at least on paper. The reality was that the further 
one was from authority the more likely one was to find corruption 
and abuses. 

To Jackson, as well as other historians, the "missions were 
a cost effective form of colonization" that served three basic 
purposes. Foremost, the aim was to secure territory for the crown. 
Evangelizing of the pagans was linked to the first goal, as was the 
third purpose, which was the continued expansion of economic 
growth for the crown, the Church, and other Spaniards. Jackson 
divided the clergy into two periods and three types of actions (here 
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expanded to three periods and five types of actions). 

Table 1: Central Mexico to Northern Mexico and California 

Pre-
1500s 

Ear y-
1600s 

r 

Late-
1700s 

r 

Genera Actions Ta en y C ergy 1 

J = common for era r = rare for era 

2. Evange ize an 
Populations 

3. Evange ize an 
Sedentary Populations 

" Native 

4 . Roun ages 
to Evangelize and "Civilize" 

5. Exercise a greater contra over ai y 
life of natives 

As shown in the table, during the pre-mission years (1500s), the 
first clerics began the conversions of the larger populations who 
also lived in the wealthier regions. As time progressed laws were 
put into place to protect the natives against abuses, but conversion 
practices remained relatively the same. What did seem to differ over 
time were the punishments inflicted on the prospective converts in 
an attempt to "civilize" them. When converts and workers were 
scarce, the reducciones served as a tool to continue evangelizing. 

For the most part, historians agree that the reducciones and 
congregaciones were at the heart of the "mission program,"62 

and were, according to Stephanie Wood, "an integral part of the 
consolidation of conquest" designed "to condense dispersed 
populations following epidemics for better religious instruction 
and taxation," a process that today is recognized "as [a) disruptive" 
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force . 63 Critics saw the forced resettlement as a means of gaining 
and retaining control of assets including labor. 64 

In California, the missions were similar to the reducciones 
that placed different groups who had lived in a dispersed manner, 
into a confined area with foreign pathogens; illness flourished 
and mortality rates remained high. 65 California had many clergy, 
beginning with the Jesuits who established and maintained missions 
in Lower California until their expulsion in 1767. Following the 
Jesuits, final control of Baja California went to the Dominicans, and 
the Franciscans received the charge of Alta California, considered a 
poor and difficult region. As the padres and priests spread out, so 
did the Spanish troops and presidios that supported the missions . 
In most cases, these troops were poorly trained, ill supplied, and 
dependent upon the missions for their food and well-being. In turn, 
the missions and the missionaries were dependent upon the troops 
and the presidios because of their remote locations that tended to 
infringe on occupied territories. Generally, natives outnumbered 
the troops and may even have enjoyed military superiority had it 
not been for their tendencies towards micro-patriotism. 

Daily Life in a Mission 

According to Fr. Zephyrin Engelhardt, all the missions had 
more or less the same daily routine. "At sunrise the bell called 
to church all the adults, that is to say, all over nine years of age. 
Holy Mass was celebrated by one of the Fathers, whilst the other 
recited aloud the prayers and the "Doctrina" with the Indians. " 
After mass and roll call , each neophyte kissed the padre's hand, 
then the punishment of alleged miscreants began. Other missions 
followed that general patter. Sometimes descriptions focused on 
separate eating quarters for men and women. Other descriptions 
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focused on different patterns of work, with men and boys working 
"in the field, among the live-stock, or in the shops," while "the girls 
and single women found occupation under the care of the matron. 66 

According to Engelhardt, after the adults left for work, the Fathers 
instructed the boys and girls who were five and older; "none" were 
allowed "to be absent. "67 By noon, the bell rang again, calling the 
people to gruel, which could have any of the following ingredients: 
"meat, beans, peas, lentils, or garbanzos" depending on the "season 
and means of the mission." They returned to work until five in the 
evening, when they would once again to go mass, have dinner, and 
spend the rest of the evening as they pleased often indulging "in the 
pastimes of their savage state" including gaming. 

The Civilizing Function: Regulations, Obedience, 
Punishment, and sometimes Revolt 

The French voyager Jean Francois Galaup de Laperouse, in 
1785, described the daily routine at San Carlos de Boromeo (Carmel) 
mission. He had a far worse opinion of what mission life was like 
than Engelhardt. Laperouse recalled that the men and women were 
not left alone even for a moment, for the "friar conducts them" 
everywhere. Laperouse had mixed feelings expressing high regard 
for some friars but not others. He wrote that life in the mission 
was in "resemblance" to a slave colony: "we have seen men and 
women loaded with irons, others in the bloc, and finally, the blows 
of the whip have reached our ears. "68 What he saw was part of 
everyday life for many. Louis Charis wrote· of the inhabitants of 
San Francisco, "I have never seen one smile, I have never even seen 
one look another in the eye," it was a telling sign of the abuse they 
endured.69 
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In many cases, the punishments issued by the friars and other 
Spaniards of Alta California (and elsewhere) overstepped the 
bounds given by the Law of the Indies. The indigenous were to be 
protected due to their value as labor and sources of tax revenues. 
The native peoples, according to the law, were to have been 
punished as "children" (nifios con barbas or children with beards) 
but for the most part the punishment was much harsher. 70 Those 
who were under seventeen years of age were considered, under 
the Las Siete Partidas, minors with a right to legal representation 
and lighter punishments. 71 Accordingly, children had some basic 
rights, as did the indigenous. A case in point was of a twenty-
two year old indigenous man who confessed to "having robbed 
a store of various items of clothing." He was found not guilty 
due to his "double minority," age and "Indian condition. "72 Laws 
written on paper depended on the willingness of local authorities 
to enforce them. The distance from California to Mexico was great 
and communication was extremely precarious because there was 
no system in place to facilitate regular communication, and there 
was no easy way for Mexico City officials to check on the northern 
frontier. Many opportunities existed for civil officials in California 
to corrupt the laws or rules. 

Essentially, people faced two forms of punishment, light and 
harsh. Light punishment was corrective in manner and slightly 
physical. For example, those who missed daily mass were rounded 
up and pinched on the ears to get them to go to church. Sometimes, 
the light punishment was more abusive. A long stick (walking cane) 
was used to strike the "Indians about the ears and head" for falling 
asleep in church. 73 One could, however, incur worse punishments. 
Indian promiscuity, for example, was seen as idolatry and punished 
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by whipping (flogging), and each inflictor had his own methods 
and tools. Other typical punishments included flogging, shackles, 
and the stocks. Franciscan Francis Guest reminded his readers 
that whipping was a common punishment during the era, which 
it was. Guest suggests that the native people were used to the 
whip because some of them followed the Franciscan's example of 
self-flagellation. 74 I would suggest that whipping oneself however 
is wholly different from having the whip , the lash, or the cane 
inflicted by someone else. 

Thomas Savage's interview of Eulalia Perez, the wife of a 
soldier, in December 1877, clearly showed that many punishments 
were beyond the legal limits of the law. 75 According to Perez, less 
serious crimes might be punished by placing the offender in stocks 
and/or confining them to a cell. But "when the crime was serious, 
they would take the delinquent to the guardhouse" and there such 
people were whipped. Perez recalled that sometimes a person was 
tied to a post before being whipped, but lacking a post, the person 
would be tied to "a cannon" or put in what Perez described as Ley 
de bayona. That punishment involved putting a shotgun behind 
the knees with the person's hands tied to the gun; "It was very 
painful. "76 It is hard to imagine anyone tying a child to a pillory 
post, a cannon, or putting a person into Ley de Bayona, and then 
whipping that person in front of the community. Yet it happened to 
the indigenous children and adults as outside forces attempted to 
"civilize" them. In reality it was torture for all who were subject to 
the abuse. 

Sometimes the natives revolted, but other factors , such as fear 
and disuni_ty limited their actions. Another factor might have been 
that all single women and married women whose husbands were 
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away were kept locked up at night like hostages in the monjerfos. 
Without strict controls, many padres feared rebellion, but too much 
strictness or abuse could result in uprisings. The latter occurred 
with the native reaction to Padre Andres Quintana (Mission Santa 
Cruz). According to James Sandos, the decision to act came when 
Fray Quintana threatened to introduce a "new metal-tipped whip 
with which to cut the flesh of those being flogged." On the third try, 
the natives finally killed him (October of 1812). They smothered 
him and left him with one of his testicles shoved into his mouth, 
a common final insult. 77 Another effective example of revolt 
occurred when Fray Lufs Jayme (Mission San Diego de Alcala) 
was beaten to death by a mob of angry natives. In contrast, abuses 
inflicted by Fray Jose Altimira spawned only the partial burning of 
the mission and Altimira's need to flee .78 Isolation, seclusion, and 
autonomy often increased whenever Mexico found itself in political 
or economic turmoil, which was the case much of the time during 
the post-independence period. 

The Founding of Sonoma Mission 

Seclusion and autonomy were factors in the founding of the 
Sonoma Mission, as were the personal aspirations of Fr. Jose 
Altimira. 79 Mission San Francisco de Solano was founded without 
the formal permission of the Church, without permission from 
Mexico, and, of course, without the permission of the indigenous 
people. Fr. Altimira did have the consent of California's Mexican 
Governor Luis Arguello. Thus, the founding of Sonoma Mission 
was in direct conflict with the Church and traditional founding 
methods. 

Fray Altimira, in addition to breaking his Order's chain of 
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command, placed envy and greed into the equation, possibly losing 
sight of his vow of poverty, as he openly lusted for what he wanted. 
His behavior and attitudes were in opposition to that which was 
acceptable during the period, even visible in his correspondence 
with his superiors following the founding of the mission and in 
his letter to the governor asking for continued support. 8° Fray 
Altimira used the growing Russian presence to swell fears of 
further incursions. According to Kent Lightfoot, the "native 
peoples displaced by the construction of Mission San Rafael and 
Mission San Francisco Solano were encouraged" by Ivan Kuskov _ 
"to relocate along the southern boundary ... providing a buffer" from 
"their Hispanic neighbors."81 Altimira hoped to stimulate support 
from Arguello, for while a single "mission could hardly serve as a 
military bulwark ... it could substantiate a claim to territory. "82 

It was not until after the founding of the new site that Fr. 
Altimira bothered to write to his superiors to inform them of his 
action and of his plans to usurp some of the residents in other Bay 
Area missions. 83 On the fourth day, according to the expedition 
diary, they marked the site for the new mission. Fr. Altimira 
recalled that it was a day for "a festival, " the altar was prepared 
that morning and a provisional cross was made that measured 7 

varas in length and 3 varas wide at the arms. 84 

We blessed the place and within the site at where 
the gentile Indians of Sonoma formerly lived in their 
rancheria [a native settlement], we planted the Holy 
Cross and at the moment of raising high this image. 
The troops discharged a volley and at the same time the 
padre with [his] 2 neophytes sang .. .in the adoration of 
the Holy Cross.85 

Th e University of Oregon McNair Research Journal [159] 



f. K. SchnP.idP.r 

Based on what we know, those who participated in that event, 
whether by singing or firing the volley, most likely had a completely 
different understanding of it than the curious onlooker. The 
onlooker most likely understood that it was a sacred ritual, but 
the images may have served as a lesson on the interconnectedness 
or duality in the life force of the tree. Another viewer might have 
believed that the ritual was a prerequisite for a safe journey (they 
left that day) , and other explana~ons are possible. 

Reporting the Unlawful Act 

The records of the Church, though usually one-sided, offer a 
look at what happened following the founding of the Mission. On 
July 10, Fr. Jose Altimira sent a letter to Fr. Presidente Jose Sen.an 
(unaware that he had died) claiming that the "Mission at Dolores 
was on its last legs and a change was necessary and that Mission 
San Rafael Arcangel could not subsist alone." Fr. Altimira hoped 
for approval but stated that, "if no changes were made, he would 
leave the missions here in California and return to Europe at the 
first opportunity. " Scrambling to defend his actions, he charged 
that Missions San Jose and San R_afael were "forcibly seizing 
gentiles ... and taking them against their will to their mission," 
which of course violated the "agreement. "H6 Most likely, there 
was truth to his statement, but Altimira's record has problems of 
its own, leaving one to wonder about his credibility.87 According 
to Engelhardt, "the new Father President, Fr. Sarria" wrote to Fr. 
Altimira chastising his insolent actions.88 

The Father President ordered Fr. Altimira to stop work on the 
Mission. Altimira responded with "a blistering letter of complaint" 
to Governor Arguello, asserting "I came here to convert gentiles 
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and to establish new missions . If I cannot do it here, where as 
we all agree is the best spot .. .I will leave the country." Not only 
did Fr. Jose Altimira seem like a spoiled child, he challenged the 
Governor's pride by asking if the diputac'ioneswere legal. Arguello 
retorted that "now the establishment at Sonoma was a fact, it would 
continue as a military post. "89 In other words, he understood that 
his distance from Mexico allowed him the latitude of attitude, and 
Governor Arguello no doubt felt that the fledgling nation would 
find the site useful for military support to maintain control against 
the growing Russian presence.90 

Back at the Mission 

Father Altimira finally won the right to continue building the 
mission but even that had required help from the Governor. The 
Padre 's success was short lived because of his fervor for building 
or perhaps his bad temper. During the early mission periods (pre-
Alta California), the "temporalities" were theoretically used to 
provide for the mission and the neophytes. In California, troops 
and settlers used more than the surplus often leaving the native 
people to find their own food in an environment compromised and 
depleted by the foreign intrusion of man and beast (cattle, oxen, 
sheep, and pigs). 91 

The original inhabitants of the San Francisco Bay Area missions 
continued openly to display traditional customs,_ and in many cases, 
the padres failed to comprehend their actions. That was especially 
true when matters concerned death and an afterlife, which often 
continued under the watchful eyes of the padres. Those who lived 
by the sea often believed that following death of the body, "they 
[would] go out to sea and that there are many there, " implying an 
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afterlife that was in keeping with pre-Hispanic beliefs.92 In other 
cases, women continued to bedaub themselves (beating on the chest 
with a stone usually to the point of "drawing of blood"). 93 The 
padres believed that burial methods were decided by the laziness of 
the individual or the number of relatives alive that could help with 
the process. Divorced from this clerical bias, the evidence suggests 
that indigenous people continued to practice their burial traditions 
without the padres' knowledge. Moreover, many also continued to 
practice traditional forms of curatives. 94 The "cut [of] their hair" and 
their "disfigured [tattooed] faces" spoke loudly to the continuation 
of cultural lifestyles. The padres and Isidora commented that 
traditional marriage ceremonies continued.95 Yet, for the most part, 
daily life became what the individual padre demanded. 

Many Indians ran away from the missions and Sonoma Mission 
was no exception. According to Sherburne Cook, "Some Indians 
came to San Carlos saying that many were running away from 
San . Francisco Solano because the Indians do not like Father 
Altimira ." Cook compiled a list of reasons the captured escapees 
gave for running away that speaks loudly of the hunger and abuse 
they endured. 96 Fr. Sarria, in a letter to Arguello, reported that the 
"Indians were running away from Sonoma, because they disliked Fr. 
Altimira's ways."97 Antonio Maria Osio wrote that Father Altimira 
had ordered, "Each Indian from San Francisco be given fifty lashes," 
a clear violation of the law, and a telling sign of the abuse. 98 

Father Altimira proved to be a good administrator 
but had difficulty relating to those entrusted to his 
care. His constant flogging and imprisonment of the 
Native Americans, in his efforts to "civilize" them 
soon caused a revolt. A large group of angry Native 
Americans attacked the mission in 1826. After looting 
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and burning buildings and supplies, they forced Father 
Altimira to flee to Mission San Rafael. Discouraged, 
Father Altimira sought transfer to another mission , but 
was unwelcome. 99 

According to Robert Smilie, "complaints from the Indians 
had reached the Father Commissary Prefect and he had passed 
the information on to the governor. "100 Unwelcome by his fellow 
Franciscans, Altimira and Ripoll (from the Mission Santa Barbara) 
surreptitiously fled on December 2 9, 182 7. 101 

Fr. Buenaventura Fortuni, who had been stationed at San 
Jose, replaced Fr. Jose Altimira. Robert Smilie's assemblage of the 
informes (reports) show that under Fr. Fortuni the mission had 
bountiful harvests, increased building, and increased baptisms, 
yet, the mission continued to have chronically high mortality 
rates. In 1832, Fr. Fortuni requested a transfer from the Sonoma 
Mission because of his advancing age, a lack of companionship , 
and because he had no personal confessor.wi In 1833, Fr. Jose 
Gutierrez replaced the retiring Fortuni, but his stay c;\t Sonoma 
was brief because of his questionable methods and ethics. Even 
General Mariano Vallejo, the Mexican military commander who 
also had questionable ethics , filed charges against Gutierrez.103 

Secularization 

In 1834, the Mexican government once again called for 
secularization of the missions and churches, but with that new 
effort secularization came to fruition. Secularization brought many 
changes, including the end o~ the casta system and the so-called 
emancipation of the indigenous people. Ending the casta system 
ended an indigenous perons's right to an advocate and allowed 
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the indigenous to be taken advantage of by those who promised to 
protect them. 

Secularization of the missions might have seemed an appealing 
change, but once again, greed and a self-serving approach often led 
to corruption. At age 27 , Mariano Vallejo became the Military 
Commander and Director of Colonization of the Northern Frontier 
and was "to take charge of the mission, establish the parish church, 
free the Indian workers," which included the fair distribution of 
the mission lands. "Instead he claimed the mission property to be 
his own and added it to his already vast property holdings ." He 
had already been granted 44,000 acres in the Petaluma Valley "to 
develop a private rancho," but that was not nearly enough land 
for his wishes. 104 For the most part, he simply gave and sold the 
mission lands to himself and others within his circle of hombres de 
bien (privileged white rnen). 105 

The "Indians best fitted for release" were supposed to be given 
"small parcel[s] ofland, seeds, implements, few cattle and horses, a 
year's food , and other items," but few families left until the process 
of graft went into full swing. Padres too were allotted certain 
rights under the laws of secularization, but as Fr. Jose Quijas soon 
found, what was supposed to happen often did not. 106 Early on 
some of the "Indians demanded land," but for the most part "they 
were given movable property and told to live where they pleased, " 
leaving Vallejo in "charge of their stock" and the land.107 Vallejo 
extended his role, trying to fill the padres' shoes. He increased his 
activities as the patriarchal leader, in addition to his military role 
and jefe (boss man) on his own ranchos. Vallejo called himself the 
"protector of the natives," yet many feared him. According to Osio, 
"The Indians ... showed him a mixture of esteem, great respect, and 
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fear. "108 In many cases, Vallejo gained land as part of fake gifts 
from Indians who he kept in place unpaid workers. 

Although the Sonoma Mission was placed in the hands General 
Vallejo, he in turn gave it to his younger brother, Salvador Vallejo 
(age 20), and later mayordomo Antonio Ortega. 109 Besides the havoc 
of secularization, the mission was besieged with the settlers of the 
Hijar and Padres party110 despite President Santa Anna's order that 
those groups not be recognized. As a result, tempers flared .111 The 
colonists at the Sonoma Mission became disgruntled and plotted 
to take action. "Lieutenant Vallejo discovered their plans" for 
an uprisingand subsequently arrested the leaders, disarmed the 
settlers, and banished many of them. m 

By the end of 1835, Father Quijas moved to San Rafael Arcangel 
to free himself from the dark and vile acts that were taking place at 
Sonoma Mission.113 He alerted his superiors and Governor Figueroa 
to the problems, but after his letters and verbal complaints to other 
clergy, civil, and military authorities went unanswered 114 Fr. Quijas 
left the mission rather than continue to witness "the abominable 
deeds of Ortega. " According to Quijas, Ortega's vile deeds were 
conducted in "an unbridled and barefaced manner" that "has given 
free rein to the infamous vice of lust. " Ortega openly boasted of his 
conquests, to "Sergeant Pablo Pacheco, Ignacio Azevedo, Nicolas 
Higuera, [as well as] a number of carpenters and shoemakers"11 5 

whose voices might have carried some weight in a court of law. 
Beyond those whose voices would count, were those of the 

nearly muted neophytes . It was from those voices , the victims, 
that the most damning evidence came. More than 170 years have 
elapsed since Fr Quijas officially exposed the crimes of Antonio 
Ortega. Today the charges against Ortega would have included not 

The University of Oregon McNair Research Journal [1 65] 



f. K. Schneider 

only the brutal rape and abuse of women (young and old alike), but 
also his sexual abuse of men and perhaps boys.1rn The latter was a 
subject the padres shied away from. 

Fr. Quijas's written complaint was so nonspecific in detailing 
the facts it undoubtedly contributed to the lack of action. He was 
careful what he wrote because he feared that even writing about 
it was a sin, and he did not wish to promote such abominable acts 
acknowledging them. Beyond that, he had no wish for the victims 
or the offspring to suffer further. The reality is it just was not 
proper during the period to make public the fact that "Yoquila" the 
"wife of the gentile Talai" had been raped in a place that was so 
public "many heathens and Christians witnessed it" causing both 
to lose their honor. Nor was it an era when the voice of Yoquila 
or Tadeo would have been heard without speculation about their 
own moral characters. Carlos the alcalde reported that he had seen 
Ortega "in the posolera [sic] in the act of sinning with a new male 
convert named Tadeo." Samuela said that she did not resist Ortega 
because she feared him and the violence he had done to others. 
Others also complained about Ortega, including, "Prima, Fermina, 
Dolores, Escolastica, Garina, Samuela, Adjuta , Cecilia, Cesaria. "117 

Tadeo and unknown others did not speak, perhaps, because having 
sexual relations with a person of the same sex was considered an 
abomination. No witnesses were called against Ortega; it seems that 
Fr. Quijas was to have neither quick legal intervention nor divine 
intervention. 

Instead of responding to the padre's complaints, Governor 
Figueroa wrote a letter saying nothing about Ortega but 
"reprimanding .. . Castillo [who] arbitrarily ordered" the flogging of 
"some of the Indian boys."11 8 Two main reasons explain the lack 
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of action. First, Figueroa had died, and second, political turmoil 
followed his death. In the end, none of the victims received justice 
because the charges against Ortega were dismissed after a good deal 
of wrangling on the part of Mariano Vallejo . Following Ortega's 
brief trial, "Mariano Vallejo, resigned his position as comisionado ... 
Ortega succeeded him as administrator," remaining there until 
1837, when he was forced to resign for unacceptable behavior. 119 

For more than eleven years, the Native Americans at the Sonoma 
Mission were the legal subjects (wards) of the missionaries, subject 
to the whims and punishments of the padres and the military. 
Mariano Vallejo controlled many aspects of military and civil 
authoritative command in the region, and the native inhabitants 
had learned to obey orders or pay the consequences of disobeying 
(commonly flogging). It is reasonable that natives might give up 
everything in exchange for protection. 

Isidora Filomena, the widow of Prince Solano, was ninety years 
old and living under the protection of the Vallejos when Henry 
Cerruti, one of Bancroft's writers, interviewed her in April 1874. 
She was also present at other interviews and offered a different 
opinion of her benefactors. The interview came with substantial 
effort and a set of conditions, which included that both Salvador 
Vallejo and Captain M. A. McLaughlin were to be in attendance 
during the interview. 120 Isidora was an important woman because 
she was the widow of one of Mariano Guadalupe Vallejo's closest 
allies; in addition, her participation in the interview process clearly 
reveals the ominous power the Vallejos held.121 According to 
Cerruti, her living conditions resembled the feudalistic era, in that, 
her house was a "hut" and she feared speaking without permission. 
It was not until after Salvador Vallejo "inaccurately" told her, 
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"Cerruti was 'one of her people, and an innate enemy' of the North 
Americans" that Isidora began to listen, but a conversation was out 
of the question until they had given her enough brandy to reduce 
her inhibitions. By the end of the interview, she was so drunk that 
Cerruti, with the help of Salvador Vallejo, was able to pressure her 
to relinquish her cherished matrimonial outfit. In sum, Cerruti 
ended up with Isidora's heirloom wedding outfit because he took 
advantage of her problem with alcohol and her fear of not complying 
with the Vallejos . 

Filomena's interview also adds depth to our view of everyday 
life among neophytes during the Mexican era. Prince Bill, Isidora 's 
son, was ready to "censure his mother, who is a decided worshiper 
of Bacchus." Isidora asserted that Vallejo had "forced" Solano to 
quit "working independently" and instead go to work "with the 
Vallejo" sharing the profits . Previously Solano had contracted 
labor for Vallejo's properties and even "sold some Indian children 
to rancheros in the San Pablo area" keeping his profit. 122 When 
Solano was granted land, he gave it to Vallejo, receiving the title of 
mayordomo in return. In time, even Solano 's warriors took their 
commands from Vallejo. Later Solano was patented another 10,000 
acres and that also went to Vallejo. 

Transcending the Conquest 

Over the centuries , from Tenochtitlan to the mission San 
Francisco Solano, transcending the spiritual conquest has often 
been associated with the veneration of religious items, a constant 
that became less visible as centuries passed. As Stephanie Wood 
has noted, the veneration of religious items often served as a means 
of transcending the changes that occurred during the spiritual 
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conquest. The veneration of religious items did not imply the 
whole-hearted acceptance of Catholicism, especially if one applies 
Lockhart's "double mistaken identity," which could imply the 
adoption or adaptation of religious symbols, imbuing them with 
different meanings (commonly called syncretism) . 

Previously, historians contended there was little evidence 
to support the existence of this in California among the mission 
neophytes , but the evidence reveals that syncretism and "double 
mistaken identity" did occur in the Alta California missions. For 
instance, the inhabitants of the San Francisco Bay Area missions 
were allowed, and at times encouraged, to perform customary 
dances and rituals. Dances featured traditional rituals, and served 
as tools to promote trade and entertainment for foreigners and locals 
alike. In fact, General Vallejo was relatively "addicted to this form 
of entertainment." Vallejo "used the neophytes at Solano" not only 
to fulfill his entertainment needs but his other needs as well. 123 

Traditional burial patterns often continued under the noses of the 
watchful padres, and widows continued to beat themselves in the 
chest until blood appeared. Hunting and fishing rituals continued, 

• as did many other rituals so that feathers were commonly added to 
the religious items . Those facts make it clear that syncretism and 
"double mistaken identity" occurred in California. 124 

Summing it Up 

In the earliest periods, the Church, in its attempt to impose 
a new and exclusive faith, helped to lay the foundation for the 
colonization and attempted Christianization of the Americas, just 
as Herbert Bolton suggested. Yet in their effort to eradicate idolatry, 
they inadvertently created a venue for syncretism and "double 
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mistaken identity" to flourish from the very beginning. As Kevin 
Terraciano reminds us, this process began much earlier. In the 
church's infancy in the Americas, it used the "tombs and images" 
that it confiscated and condemned as idolatrous to provide the 
"start-up for the Christian Temple enterprise; :;imilarly, temples 
supplied [the] building materials for new churches. "125 Lockhart's 
theory allows us to speculate that the indigenous most likely 
inferred many different meanings from the new church; some saw 
the new church, others saw the temple, and still others saw a fusion 
creating a more sacrosanct area. 

Conversion methods varied greatly from era to era as well as 
from region to region, as did the types of punishment. The frontier 
brought the padres opportunities to achieve their expressed hope 
of converting and civilizing the indigenous populations, and it 
provided the excuse and means for the church to function as a 
bulwark of the frontier, thus facilitating a new political, social , 
and economic system. Nevertheless, there were a good number 
of "native leaders and shamans in every mission" who mast likely 
"sought to maintain their traditional beliefs and values " suggesting 
that some traditions did continue. 126 

As the years passed and increasing numbers of settlers came to 
the vast open lands, missions tended to function as trading posts 
of sorts. 127 In the beginning, it had been just a hand-full of soldiers 
(and their families) but the presidios and garrisons grew adding an 
ever-greater burden on the missions. The "Christianization of the 
Indians" had been "the centerpiece" of "a pact between church 
and state" wherein the well-being of the original inhabitants was 
often forgotten, to say nothing of the fragile environment that was 
quickly stripped of resources. 128 The indigenous found themselves 
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facing irreconcilable odds, and for the most part, found themselves 
in what Randall Milliken called "a time of little choice. " The 
abuse was only a part of a broader pattern of cultural encounters, 
conflicts, adoptions, and adaptations that ushered in a myriad of 
other changes that shaped the experiences from Tenochitilan to the 
Bay Area missions of Alta California. 

When secularization actually did occur, for the most part the 
native people of the region did not benefit. In fact, in most cases, the 
indigenous people suffered greater abuse at the hands of civil and 
military authorities as well as the nearly constant flow of foreigners. 
Mariano Vallejo recalled in hindsight that, " the Indians did not 
receive at our hands the treatment they deserved, for their property 
was, to a certain extent, wasted and devoted to uses very different 
from those to which it should have been applied."1i 9 There can 
be no doubt that without an advocate and without the protection 
of the law, abuse at the Sonoma mission increased exponentially. 
Moreover, the further one was from the central government, 
whether Spain or Mexico, the greater the possibility for abuse. That 
was clearly the case at Sonoma. 

Considerable research has focused on the "Spiritual Conquest" 
that followed the Iberian invasions of Mexico yet there is much 
left to be explored and translated. 130 There can be no doubt that 
transcending the conquest was an extremely difficult task, yet, as 
Alfred Kroeber and Sherburne Cook clearly illustrated in their 
separate works, the native peoples and some of their cultural 
traditions did survive using myriad different avenues and venues. 
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