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OUR LADY zn the Beginning 
The st01)' of the Joundation a nd tite original setllers-all that is /1110wn 

of a certainl)•- of El Pueblo de Nnestra Senara, la Rúna de los Angeles 

Hy P llIL TO\VNSE ND H ANNA 
Drawings by Maynard Dixon Pictorial map by Dillon Lauritzen 

T HE genesis of El Pueblo de Nuestra 
Señora, la Reina de los Angeles is almost 
as obscure as the legendary beginnings of 
Venus, who, the myLhs recount with brev­
ity and a sad lack of detail, sprang full­
blown from the sea. The chroniclers o[ 
antiquity, º''ercome no doubt by the 
transcendent charros of the Roman god­
dess, failed to note at length the circum­
stances of her advent. And they may be 
forgiven. But the foundation of Los An­
geles was a much simpler matler, of the 
greatest historical importance, and was 
consummated at a time when every priest 
and military chieftain in New Spain was 
something of an historian. It might be ex­
pected, therefore, that a circumstantial cle­
scription of the achievement would have 
been preserved. And it may have been 
made, and thus far has escaped the vigil­
ance o[ the professional historians. But 
the known facts about the origin of Our 
Lady, in this year of 1931, are regrettably 
sparse; more so than for any like incident 
in the kaleidoscopic annals o[ the South­
west. 

When Los Angeles was established we 
do not know conclusively; there is sorne 
doubt as to the identity of the firsl settlers; 
and the ceremonies attendant thereto, in 
the absence of a factual account, have 
been contrived out of sheer romance. Of 
two things only may we feel al ali sure­
that the city was founded sorne time be· 
tween September and the end of December, 
1781, and by as lowly and hetero¡:reneous 
a company of sou ls as ever assembled for 
a similar ente rpri se. 

By common consent and in the absence 
of any indisputable data to the contrary, 
September 4, 1781, has been accepted 
rather ¡?enera llv, as the date of the found­
ing of Our Lady. And on this date, this 
year, will be observed the 150th ann iver· 
s.,rv of the citv's he!!Ínning. But as the 
fiesta proceeds, hands blare forth. and 
bunting flutters in the whi lom breezes, 
there will be those among the celebrants 
who will rememher that it may have been 
another da y and anolher month that Los 
Aneeles carne into being. 

There are no eve-witness accounts of the 
si¡?nal evcnl-at lem;l none have revealed 
th('m(o{f'lvcs so far. There were no reporters 
hoverin~ about to record the circum­
stances; no moving picture camera men, 
of rnur!le: no phntn'!raphers with their 
mvnni<' anrl i1inistcr blnck mnchines. Thne 
mny have been a grey·robed Criar pres· 

ent, bul if there was he seems to have failed 
to reµ:isler his impressions in the ílorid 
chirography of the period for the benefil 
of posteritv. And should even one of lhe 
harch little hand oí fir!"l selllns have 
appreciated lhe high potenlial drama in 
which he was participating and have 

In APl•HECl ATION 
h TIIF. PREPARATION o/ Our Lady in the 
Beginning;. and the painting o/ the /ounda­
tion o/ Los Anp.eles, which appear in this 
issue. Touring Tap ies is indebted to many 
of its friencls Jor aid and counsel. 
ShrolUled in mystery as the signal event is, 
the attempt to re·create a rational and 
authentic picture o/ it, free /rom roman­
tici.~m a.~ well as iconoclasm, has involved 
rnuch dili{!.ent research and developed no 
/ew difficulties. Deprived o/ the assistance 
so r:enerou.sly given by .~o many, the task 
could not hove been achieved at ali. With­
out committing any t.o the conclusions ex­
pressed, the editors aclmowledge most 
heartily and p.rate/ully the advice and 
labors o/ and the docurnents and malerials 
furm'.shed, by the following: Dr. llerbert 
E. Bolton, ]oseph ]. !Jill and the sta{f o/ 
tfie Bancroft Library : Sr. Martin lópez. 
director o/ the Archivo General de la 
Nación, Mexico City: Everett Perry, 
Snsanna Ott and Laura Cooley. o/ the los 
Angeles Public Library; l. E. lampton, 
Los An~eles County Clerk; Nellie Van de 
Grift Sánchez, Henrv R. Wagner. Mrs. 
A. S. C. Forbes , L11ndlev B·yrw m, Thornas 
Workrnan Temple 11, E. Palmer Cmwer, o/ 
tire Tille ln .mrance ancl Trust Cornpany; 
louise Pinlmey Sooy aml Margaret 
i1fackey, autliors o/ Fiesta and Siesta Days. 
now in preparation: Mar{!.uerite E\'er Wil­
hur, and Vemon Tate o/ the library o/ 
Congress.- TllE EDITOR. 

(>!Prtf'd to chronicle wlrnt transn ir<'d. his 
desires would have faced forthright frustra­
lion. for not one of the colonists who firsl 
rai!"ed the Spanish fla g over Los Angeles 
could read and not onc could write. 

Tn recreatin!? the mise en scene of the 
fnunding of Our Lacly we know very ]it­
tl e. nnd of that little we can't be very sure. 
or the reasons for the founding of the 
puehln flnd the even ts that immediately 
prrr,..,.1,.,1 it therf' is ample inform!\lion. 

California missions, oí which there 

were eight al thal time, and the three 
presidios of San Diego, i\lonterey and 
San Frnncisco, were requiring more and 
more in the way of foodstufTs and supplies 
from Mexico, and the transportalion of 
these was becoming an acule problem. 
:Moreover, Alta California held great 
promise for the future and the province 
must be colonized. Colonists, it was 
known, were a valuable factor in support· 
ing the works of the Fathers, and too, 
throup:h cultivntion of the fecund fields 
and valleys of the rich new land, these 
colonists would be able to furnish many of 
the basic needs of lhe missions and pre· 
sidios. Governor Felipe de Neve, acting 
upon Lh e instructions of Teodoro de Croix, 
comandante-general of the Provincias In· 
ternas de Occidente, lherefo re, proceeded 
wi lh prcliminary arrangements for the 
foundation of the pueblos of San José and 
Los Angeles. 

San José was founded in 1777, wilh nine 
soldiers from the presidios of Monterey 
and San Francisco and five settlers who 
had come to California in 1776 with Juan 
B:rntista de Anza, but there were no 
colonists available for the pueblo of the 
south. Captain Fernando de Rivera y 
Moneada, who had led lhe first detachment 
oí the land expedition from Lower Cali· 
fornía to San Die~o in 1769, and who later 
accompanied Portolá in hi s quesl for Mon­
terey, was dispatched by Governor Neve 
to recruit settlers in Sinaloa and Sonora 
for the f'f= tabli!"hment of Los Angeles, a 
new presidio at Santa Barbara, and the con· 
templ:ited missions oí San Luís Obispo and 
San Buenaventura. Neve, in the intnim. 
had composed his fomous reglamento or 
regul:ition oí 1779 for the !!Overnment of 
presidios and pueblos. Tn this it was pro­
vided that each colonist was to he granted 
a town lot and a tract of land for cuhiva­
tion: each was to be paid lhe sum of 
~116.50 for the first two years in the new 
land and S60 a vear for the next three 
years, the payment to be in clothing, and 
other necessnry articles at cost prices. 
E ... ch colonist, too, was to be furni,.hPd et 
the outset with the nf'cessnry l ivestock, 
imnlements and seed , which were to he re­
paid within five years from the products 
of the land. The colonists were to be en­
titled to communily use of other govern· 
ment l:md for pasturage and as a source 
for wnnd and wnter. And, finally, the 
f'Olonists wcre to be free from taxation 
for a period of five years. These arrange-
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ments constitutecl virtua ll y a five·year con· 
tract between the governmenl and the 
colonists, and Rivera was authorized to 
ofTer them to prospective sett lers. Thcse 
are interesting in thcmselves, but they 
ha\•e a supra inlercst in virlue of the fact 
tlrnt they furnish us va luab lc ev idence, as 
wc sha ll see later, in support oí the facl 
that Los Angeles may ha ve been founded 
on September 4, 1781. 

By agreement thc colonists were re· 
quired to sc ll to 1he presidio excl usively 
"the surplus proclucts of their land al 
fair priccs to be fixed from t ime to time 
by the p;overnment in accordance with 
market rates in the sou the rn prO\'ince," 
the "southern province" cloubtless being 
Baja California. The colonists, too, must 
be constnnUy prepared for military serv· 
ice of an cmergency character. There 
were certain other rest ri ct ions but none 
of any great importance. The colonists 
were required lo improve their property 
by the construction of permancnt domi­
ci les and irrigation ditches and could not 
mortgage thei r lands, nor kili or dispose 
oí their livestock except in such a fashion 
as would insurc its inc rease. A certain 
amount of community work in the build­
ing of dnms and irrigalion canals, streets, 
and roacls, a church and government build­
ings was requirecl, and in the cultivation 
of royal lands, from the sale of the pro· 
ducts of which municipa l expenses were 
to be paid. 

Rivera was ordered to rccruil twentv· 
four settlers and fifty·nine so ldiers wilh 
their wives and families, and a suitable 
complement of horses and cattle to aug· 
mcnt mission, pueblo and presidio herds. 
He actually secured in Sonora and Sinaloa 
forly-two so ldiers and fourteen settlers 
and these departcd from Mexico in three 
divisions. Rivera , with the bulk of the 
so ldiers, left Alamas, Sonora, in April, 
1781. Reaching the Colorado River at 
Yuma, he encampecl with seven soldiers 
to give the liveslock a rest, sending the 
balance of the com pany to San Gabriel 
overland, where they arrived safely and in 
good arder on July 14. 

Meanwhile thc rest of the recruits, con· 
sisting principally of the settlers, left 
Alamas under command of Corporal José 
Zuñiga, proceeded to Santa Bárbara Bay. 

at thc mouth of thc Mayo River, and 
crossed the gu lf to Loreto in Lower Cali­
fornia. Shorll v a ft er l\!larch 12, the set­
tlers embnrkcd again in launches, passed 
up lhe gulf to San Luís Gonzaga Bay, just 
east of Santa Maria i\. l ission, and thence 
proceeded over land up thc peninsula to 
San Gabriel. Two of the original band 
of fourteen sett lers lrnd deserted, and one 
remainccl in Loreto, thus leaving but 
eleven families to journey northward. The 
ancient cl ocumenls ~•re mute aboul what 
must have been a tr yi ng and comfortless 
journey, bul the settlers negotiated it, ar· 
riving safely at San Gabriel on August 
18. The only record we have of this jour· 
ney is an old account book showing what 
supplies werc advancecl to each of the 
colonisls. 

Meanwhile disaster hacl visited Rivera 
and the priests at the new missions on the 
Colorado. The Yuman chie í Palma who 
had been so friendl y and of such assist· 
anee to Juan Bautista de Anza and the 
colonists he brought overland from So­
nora to eslablish San Francisco, five years 
befare, had now become hostile. Rivera 
arrived at the Colorado late in June. He 
was sti ll there on July 17, when a group 
of Yumas descended on the tiny mission 
station oí an Pedro y San Pablo, slew 
the Fathers Oíaz and Moreno, Sergeant 
Vega, and the bulk of the so ldiers and 
settlers, made fivc men and ali the women 
captives, ancl humee! and destroyed the 
buildings. Al the same time, another band 
of savages attacked the remaining mission, 
Concepción, killing the commander of the 
guard and a corporal, the only soldiers 
there al that time, hul sparing Fathers 
Franc isco Garcés and Juan Barreneche. 

On the ncxt morning the savages re­
turned to the east bank of the river, where 
Rivera was encamped, and attacked his 
company. Despite the spirited defense 
pul up, the soldiers, including' Rivera. 
finally perished before the clubs and 
spears of the barbarians. With Rivera 
and his men disposed of, the lndians re­
turned to Concepción in the afternoon and 
killed Garcés and Barreneche. In a li , 
forty·six Spaniards were sla in in lhe mas· 
sncre. But Garcés-of a li rnen- to be 
si a in ; Garcés who had wanclered alone 
among these remole lndian tr ibes for ten 
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) cars, \\ ho had feastcd and fasted with 
them, slept in thcir rude sheltcrs, trealed 
them for physica l ailmcnts and soug ht 
lhe ir spiri tua l sa lvation, givcn them beads 
and trinkets, and evcn shown them his 
banner dcpicting lhe horrors of sin and the 
beauties of virtue. 

One wonders if Palma, as he led hi s 
pagan hordcs upon the S paniards, wore 
" the uniform with coat and brceches of 
shin y blue clolh with sim ilar buttons, and 
a vest of fine scarlct cloth trimmed with 
go ld braid" that the Viceroy Bucareli had 
g iven him on his visit to Mexico Ci ty 
wilh Anza five ycars befa re. One wonders 
if hi s thoughts driftecl for a moment to 
the gorgcous pomp and circumstance that 
su rrounded hirn when he had begged for 
Christian baptism and been led before the 
high altar o f the Cathedral of i\'lcxico 
ancl anointccl by the prcbcndary of Du­
rango, in 11 omine Palris, et filii, et Spirilus 
scmcti. One wonders if priestl y skull s 
cracked benealh the cane that King Carlos 
beslowed upon Palma in recognition of 
the lndian's friendship for the Spaniards. 
One wonders, too, how attentive the ad­
ministrators of thc Colorado settlements 
had been to lhc royal command to protect 
Palma "in the pcacefu l posses5ion of hi s 
rule and chieftainship." The reasons for 
the Yuma massacre are obscure. Bancroft 
asserls upon his own authority that the 
Spaniards usurpecl the choicesl lands oí 
thc natives, and flogged and put Palma 
in the stocks, much to his humiliation. 
This may or may not be true. It is not 
improbable. lt it were true, the revolt 
is nol to be wondered at. The arrival of 
Rivera and his band of more than 900 
animals which rapidly consumed and de­
stroyed the mesquite trees along the river· 
bnnks, which hitherto had furni shed food 
to man and beast alikc, doubtless hastened 
the conflict. 

The aborigines throughout America felt 
a proprielary right to the natural products 
of the earth. " ' herever and whenever civ­
ilized peoples contacted them they resented 
uninvited appropriation of such common 
and plentiful things as wood and water. 
When the intruders, as in the case of the 
Colorado afTair, ravished the lndians' food 
supply, their hostility is not remarkable 
Moreover, the Yumas, saving perhaps 
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Palma, had never accepted the Spaniards, 
their new ways and new faiths, unreserv­
edly. Father Pedro Font, who studied the 
Yumas with considerable penetration and 
sounci observation in 1775, warned that 
"these people are not repugnant to sub­
jection to the law o[ God and of our sov­
ereign" but " in view of the inconsistency 
of the Indians l think it will be necessary 
to have a rather large presidio, in order 

that respect for our arms may restrain any 
outrage which they might attempt while 
we are establishing control over them." 

The Yuma massacre was a serious blow 
to the Spaniards. Rivera had experienced 
difficulty in recruiting settlers and soldiers 
for the new province. News of the tragedy 
could h.ardly be cxpected to encourage fu. 
ture immigration and it may have fur­
nished a cause for delay in the founding 
of Los Angeles. We shall see. 

The colonists destined for Los Angeles 
reached San Gabriel from Lower Cali­
fornia on August 18, where they camped 
a short distance away from the mission on 
account of a prevailing epidemic of 
smallpox. Eight days later, on August 26, 
Governor Neve issued his Instrucción para 
la Fundación de Los Angeles. Within a 
day or so aíttr Neve issued his instruc­
tions, he learned of the disasler on the 
Colorado. He may have countermanded 
his orders. Father Zephryn Engelhardt, 
historian of the Franciscan arder in Cali­
fornia, thinks he did. At any rate, he sent 
a company of soldiers against the Yumas 
immediately. Los Angeles may have been 
established on Scptember 4 and Neve been 
so occupied with bis campaign that he 
failed to record the evcnt in his volumi­
nous correspondence with General Croix, 
commander-general oí lnternal Provinces. 
\Ve do not know. Any one or ali of these 
circumstances may explain the total ab­
sence of reliable information about the 
foundation. 

J T IS hard to believe that no report of 
the foundation of the city was made at the 
Lime, but if it were made, it has not yet 
come to light, despite diligent research 
among all likely arch ives. The only doc­
umentary evidence extant is the Instrucción 
issued at San Gabriel on August 26, and 
a highly important document, the Padrón, 
or census, of Los Angeles, dated al San 
Gabriel, November 19, 1781. The author 
of this stales that Our Lady "was founded 
the 4th of September, 1781," and at the 
time of the census (presumably sorne time 
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early in November of 1781) the settlers 
were living in houses "plastered with 
mud." This is the only official record re­
ferring to the establishment of the city, 
and thus becomes of great moment. 

Our Lady of the Angels was founded 
toward the end of December, 1781. by or­
der of the Governor of California, Don 
Felipe de Neve, who had brought sorne 
Spanish colonists here from Sonora." 

Mofras gives no authority for this state­
ment, but he doubtless talked to descend­
ants of the original settlers. For that mal· 
ter, sorne of the first colonisls may still 
have been alive, for he made his visit but 

If we had the original of the Instrucción, 
issucd al San Gabriel on August 26, or a 
copy, today, it might throw some light on 
the aggravating matter. But we have 
neither the original, nor is there any 
known complete copy. An incomplete 
copy exists in the Los Angeles County 
Clerk's office but it is of little value in 
establishing of the circumstances of the 
settlement. The original-a parl of the 
Spanish Archives of California-in the 
keeping of the Uni ted States Surveyor­
General al San Francisco, was destroyed 
in the fire of 1906. The historians Hittell 
and Bancroft worked from these archives. 
Bancroft copied the Instrucción and includ­
ed it in the document collection that later 
made up the Bancroft Library. Sorne time 
later the Instrucción was stolen- torn bod­
ily from a book of records! Where it re­
poses now, of course, only the conscience­
less knave that purloined it knows. And 
so has vanished Our Ladv's Marrna Charta. 

It is interesting to note. that ,~ile Hittell 
and Bancroft had access to the same docu­
ments and sources of information, and 
they were equally capable historians, Hit­
tell asserts thnt Our Lady was established 
on September 1, and Bancroft declares 
equally confidently that the date was Sep­
tember 4. The records seem to have been 
quite as vague then, as later conjeclures 
have been fanciful. 

We do have one contemporary account 
of the founding, but it adds confusion to 
the annals rather than clarifying them. It 
occurs in Palóu's lije o/ Father Serra. 
Engelhardt bases his bel ief that Our Lady 
was not established until December, 1781, 
on Palóu's short reference, and supports 
his fancy with the problematical induction 
that the Y urna massacre, which might have 
been taken as a symptom of a universal 
revolt of the savages, the lack of soldiers 
occasioned by the massacre itself, and the 
subsequenl carnpaign against the Yumas, 
which drew heavily upon the slirrht mili­
tary establishment of California Íor man­
power, dictated a p~licy of caution to 
Neve and caused him to countermand his 
order of August 26. However true the 
latter may be, Engelhardt, in his zeal to 
.preate Palóu as a compelent witness, makes 
a slight error in his translation. Chron­
icling the event, Palóu remarks that the 
~91onisls "under the guard of a corporal 
and three soldiers founded the town ... 
á últimos del año de '81." Engelhardt 
translates Palóu's "at the end of the year 
of 1781" as "in the last days of Decem­
ber, 1781." The "end of the year," as a 
matter of fact, may have been any time 
within the last quarter, or even in Sep­
tember. 

Engelhardt's contention is supported 
from another source, the journal of Eugene 
Duflot de Mofras, who visited Los Angeles 
in 1841. The French traveller, who re­
corded his observations so meticulously, 
states unequivocally: ''The settlement of 

sixty years after the founding and there 
were youngsters among the founders. 

In addition to the Padrón there is an­
other bit of evidence favorable to Sep­
lember as the date of the beginnings of 
Our Lady. This is the Repartición de 
Solares y Suertes, 1786, an official report 
of the proceedings attendant upon the final 
granting oí title to pueblo lots and fields 
to the first settlers. The proceedings, con­
ducted by Don José Argüello of the Santa 
Barbara presidio, consisted in the con­
firmation of tilles and cattle branding 
irons. This occurred on Seplember 4, 
1786, or precise! y five years after Bancroft 
asserts the city was established. Recalling 
that the royal regulation for the sett le­
ment of Californi a pueblos involved a five­
year contract with the colonists, this for­
mality may indicate that Our Lady was 
actua lly settled on September 4, 1781, five 
years previously. 

The evidence is complicated and confus­
ing. On the one hand is the Padrón, the 
Repartición, and the undocumented testi­
mony of two professional historians, both 
of whom worked from the same sources. 
yet not agreeing exactly, in favoring a 
date in September. On the other hand is 
one contemporary observer, another cred­
ible witness, and impressive and circum­
stantial evidence in support of a later 
date, probably December. A reasonable 
doubt, therefore, may be said to exist about 
the September date. What the date actu­
ally was we shall never know with cer­
tainty until documenlary evidence more 
formidable than any hitherto disclosed re­
veals itself. Somewhere there must be a 
letter from Neve to Croix, or a report from 
Croix lo the Viceroy, detailing the events, 
that will ultimately clear up the matler. 

T HE site for Our Lady has been noted 
by the peripatetic missionary father Juan 
C~espi, on ~is notable northward j¿urney 
w1th Portola from San Diego to Monterey. 
On August 2, 1769, the party passed 
through "a spacious valley" and halted 
"not far from the river, which we called 
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'Porciúncula.'" Crespi named the place 
in honor of Our Lad y of the Angels of 
Porciúncu la, whose feast had been cele­
brated the day previous. lt was in the 
church dedicated to Our Ladv of the An­
gels of the Porciúncu la, in ltaly, that St. 
Francis is sa id lo have gained his jubilee, 
or a yea r of remission from the penal con­
sequences of sin. The feast of this ecclesi­
astical figure is thus an especially notable 
day with mem bers of the Franciscan arder. 

Crespi wrole thnt " this plain where the 
river runs is very extensive. lt has good 
land for planting all kinds of gra in and 
seeds, and is the most suitable site of all 

PLAZA AND DWELLING8 OF 
LOS ANGELES' FIRS'f SETTLERS 
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'"J JOS& 'MO'R.El'JO 
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that we have seen for a mission, for it has 
ali the requisites for a large settlement." 
He observed, too, "a large vineyard of 
wild g rapes and an infinity of rose bushes 
in ful! bloom." No later citizen ever em­
ployed more glowing terms to describe the 
setting of Los Angeles than did this en­
thusiastic padre. "Ali the soi l is black 
and loa.my, and i~ capable of producing 
every kind of grnrn and fruit which may 
be plante~." Has any Twentieth Century 
realtor, w1th all the adjectives al his com­
mand, ever produced a more provocative 
sales argument? 1 doubt it. 

It was into this charmed valley, with its 
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wild roses and grapes and fecund land, 
that the eleven first families of Our Ladv 
carne eventual ly to settle. Writers cog. 
nizant of the intrinsic drama in such an 
e~ent, in the past have been disposed to 
d1sregard probabilities and invest the cere­
monies attendant upon the founding with 
ª. panoply of pomp and liturgy. The sen­
timental approach of many historical writ­
ers-all out of proportion to the facts- is 
exemplified by this popular account of the 
affa ir : 

"At dawn on the morning oí September 
4, 1781, the colony of sett lers for the new 
pueblo, accompanied by an escort of sol-

~~~~ 
t'18l - 1875 -1931 

A l.fAP SHOWING THE ORTGlNAL TOWN­
SITE OF 1781,AND THE 'BOUNDAR.TES OF 
TH.E PUEBLO GRANT ~S CONFIRMED fN 
1875, IN RELATION TO THE MODER.:.~ CJTY. 
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diers and friends, leh the Mission of San 
Gabriel. It was a pictu resque caravan. In 
that age every act of importance was car­
ried out with ali the pomp and ceremony 
possible for the leaders to provide. T~e 
civi l and military officers were gr~nd rn 
their uniforms brought from Spam, the 
guards were busineislike in their leather 
jackets and defensive arms; the padres 
were attended by Indian acolytes and the 
settlers brought their women and c~ildren 
in the picturesque carreta along w1th the 
household goods. The party arrived at 
the banks of the Río de Los Angeles de 
Porciúncula as the sun began to cast long 
shadows. They forded the river and 
formed a procession. First carne Ser· 
ueanl José Anton Navaree, or Navarro, 
~arrying the image of Our Lady the Queen 
0 { the Angels, then íollowed Corporal 
José Vanegas with the Ho~y Cross and 
Señor Luís Quinteros beanng aloft the 
banner of Spain. Then carne Governor ~e 
Neve, the two priests, Father Antonio 
Crusado and Father Miguel Sánchez, at­
tended by Indian acolytes . The guards 
and friendly lndians carne next, an? then 
the sett lers with their women and ch1ldren. 
Approaching the arbor where an altar 
had been erected, mass was said, speeches 
made, and finally each man was allotted 
his home plot of ground, the guard was 
stationed and camp for the night was 
made. Thus was the City of the Angels 
ushered into existence, amid old country 
pomp and aboriginal simplici ty." 

1t is highly improbable that 1eve was 
present at all , and we have no record oí 
any priests being in attenda~ce. lf there 
were, their part in the affa1r must h?ve 
been restricted to the bestowing o{ a s1m· 
ple blessing. T f the sun had begun to 
"cast long shadows" as the wr iter quoted 
declares, théy could hardly have said 
mass, íor a mass can't be said aher 0~1e 
o'c1ock in the afternoon under any Clf· 

cumstances. Knowing that every av?il· 
able soldier was engaged in the campaign 
against the errant Yumas, Palóu's a~ser· 
tion that the for ty-four firsl Angelinos 
were accompanicd only by a "corporal 
and three soldiers" becomes credible tes· 
timony. 

Moreover, the sett lers had concluded a 
wearisome journey up the wild and <leso· 
late península of Baja California. How· 
ever imposing an appearance they had 
made on departure from Loreto, they 

couldn 't have been but a vcry drab and 
ragged band when they reached San Ga­
br iel. Were they resolved to pul them· 
selves in {estival attire al San Gabriel, 
this, too, would have been impossible, for 
even the necessities oí liíe, there and then, 
were lacking, and one can't believe that 
ga la costumes were al hand for even so 
potentially meaninµ;fu l an event as the es­
tablishment of Our Lady. 

And finally, had local conditions ~een 
even more propitious, it is quite incred1ble 
that the colonists, by their very nature, 
could have been at ali imposing. They 
were not grandees, nor don.s , it must be 
remembered, but peoris of a low caste­
paisanos, or countrymen in the tru~st 
sense-brought to California to till 1ls 
fields and herd its cattle, and not engaged 
to lend color to the embryonic society by 
their beauty, wit or wisdom. They were 
the common human stufT that is the ele­
mental basis of every frontier civil estab­
lishment-the pioneers whose labors were 
designed to make habitable a fair land for 
an even fairer society. 

W HO were the first citizens? Fortu­
nately, we know this with a rem:onable_de­
gree of certainty. The Spanish arch1~es 
reveal their names and many engagmg 
facts about them. Though the Spanish 
archives do not agree with the mission 
archives of San Gabriel in numerous par­
ticulars, they are supplemented and given 
a remarkable similitude of accuracv by 
the documenls of 1786 that confirmed the 
fi rst sett lers' titles to the pueblo lands. 

The eleven first fami lies, we are told, 
consisted of : José de Lara, Spaniard, 50, 
an Tndian wiíe and three chi ldren ; José 
Antonio Navarro, mestizo, 42, a mulatto 
wife and three chi ldren; Basilio Rosas, ln­
dian, 67, a mulatto wife and six children; 
Antonio Mesa, negro, 38, an Tndian wifc 
and two child ren; Antonio Villavicencio, 
Spaniard, 30, an l ndian wife and one 
child; Alejandro Rosas, l ndian, 19, and 
an lndian wife; José Banegas, Tndian, 28, 
an Indian wife and one child ; Pablo Rod­
ríguez, lndian, 25, an lndian wife ·and one 
child; Manuel Camero, mulatto, 30, and 
a mulatto wife; Luís Quintero, negro, 55, 
a mulatto wife and five child ren; José 
Moreno, mulatto, 22, and mulatto wife. 
It is difficult to consider so humble a com· 
pany in a romantic light, but it is a func· 
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tion of history to relate facl unadorned by 
fanciful interpretations or . fictitious. sup· 
posi tions. However much thesc .. simple 
fo lk lacked in grandeur of pos1llon or 
manners, they possessed the l~ardih~od 
and stamina of that slave moral1ty wh1ch 
has bu ilded empires since time began, as 
Jietzsche has observed. 

It is not difficult to reconstruct the scene 
of the founding of Our Lady, if the event 
be considered in a rational objective fash· 
ion free from idealistic romanticism. The 
car~van of forty-four settlers, four soldiers 
rmd animals, doubtless depa rted from Sn11 
Gabriel after an early mass, said by 
Fathers Cruzado and Sánchez, then the 
pastors of the mission. The cavalcade was 
a large one-a hundred mules or more 
and not far from fifty humans when we 
include the scttlers and their soldier es· 
cort. Women and children and sorne of 
the men were mounted ; the others walkecl 
herding the ever recalcitrant animals. 
Upon the balance of the mules was packed 
the scant worldl y goods of the settle!s, 
lashed to the sawbuck-like saddles w1 th 
ropes, in the form later to be known as 
" diamond hitches" and to survive for 
many a century. 

Leaving the mission, the party followed 
the old camino still known as Mission 
Road. crossing diagonally through the 
present city of Alhambra, proceeding 
north of the Midwick Counlry Club, skirt­
in¡:; the southern border of Lincoln Park. 
thence in Aliso Street, farding the Los 
Angeles River in the vicinity of the Aliso 
Street bridge, and on to the site of the 
Plaza; following, in brief, the easiest trail 
between the two points, a trail discovered 
and fa llowed by the wild beasts far end­
less ages befare. 

The si te for the pueblo had been selected 
befare the settlers arrivcd, and the plaza, 
propios, realengas, solares and suertes, 
roughly laid out. Neve's Instrucción of 
August 26 had provided: "The site where 
thc pueblo is to be established shall be 
marked out, on land slightly elevated, ex­
posed to the north and south winds ... 
Mensures shall be taken to avoid the dan· 
gcrs of íloods . . . The four corners ( of 
the plaza) shall look towards the four 
cardinal points, for the reason that said 
streets being prolonged in this manner 
from the plaza shall not be exposed to the 
faur winds, which would be a great incon­
venience." The suert.es or private fields 
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were to be 200 varas square (the vara in 
California was 30.24 inches) "on account 
of this being the sizc of a tract oí land 
gcnerall y employed in planting one bushel 
of corn." Build ing lots were to be twenty 
varas wicle and for ty vara.s long. Fur­
thermore, each sculer was to rcceive "two 
suertes of land susceptible of irrigation 
and two suertes oí land not susceptible of 
irrigation." lt was further ordered that 
"the front of the plaza looking toward the 
east shall be reserved to erect at the proper 
time the church and government buildings, 
and othcr public officcs." 

\V E HAVE no accurate map of the ten­
tative grant. The aren, as fi nally confirmed 
by President U. S. Grant, August 4. 1875, 
comprised an almost perfect square, nicked 
only on its north side by the "V" formed 
by the j unction of the Arroyo Seco and 
Los Angeles River, wh ich became part of 
Rancho San Rafael. The south boundary 
was on a line with Mines Avenue; the 
north boundary on a l ine with Fountain 
A verllle; the west with Hoover Street, and 
the east with Indiana Avenue. 

Within this area was located the plaza, 
the limits of which may be said to be ap­
proximately as Iollows: "The southeastern 
corner of Upper Main and Marchessault 
Streets for the southern or southeastern 
corner of the square; the east line of Up­
per Main Street. from the above named 
corner one hundred varas in a northerly 
direcl ion, for the east line of the square : 
and the northern line of Marchessault 
Street for the southern line of the square." 

The plaza comprised a parallelogram 
rough ly 500 feet long and 200 feet wide. 
slightly northwesterly from the present 
plaza. The sett lers' lots and an area for 
government buildings faced on three sides 
of the plaza and a portion of the fourth. 
The southeast side ran roughly parallel to 
the present Alameda Street, which occu­
pied a low depression in the terrain, and 
thus provided an ultimate route for the 
zanja madre, or main irrigation ditch, of 
the pueblo. Between Alameda Street and 
the present Los Angeles River were located 
the propios, or municipal lands, and wesl 
of the river in what is current ly known as 
Boyle Heights were the realengas, or royal 
lands upon which the sett lers were re­
quired to exert a tithe of labor to support 
the pueblo government. 

South and east of the Plaza, in the vi­
cin ity of Alamed3 and Commercial Streetc;, 
was the site of the Tndian village of Yang­
na, and norlh and east, near the present 
Nor lh Broadway bridge, the locati on of 
Portolá's and Crespi's cam p of 1769. 

To the plaza the company proceeded. It 
was probably mid-afternoon and the chaos 
and confusion of arrival and the ensuing 
ceremonies must have been great. There 
were the mules to be unpacked and teth­
cred that they might not stray from their 
new home. And the women and children 
must be disposed of while the men pro­
cceded with the formalities of locating 
their domiciles. The town lots and fie lds 
had been assigncd by lot, befare the col­
onists leít San Gabriel, and the corporal's 
duty probably consisted in locating the in­
dividuals in the new pueblo, the ancient 
Spanish ceremony of putting a colonist in 
actua l possession of h is land. Sorne ob­
scure priest, of whom we have no knowl­
edgc, may have extended a simple bene· 
diction, or an unsung soldier have planted 
the fl ag oí Spain. 

Following such simple ceremonies as 
may have been held , the settlers doubtless 
set to the task of devising rude shelters, 
brush wickiups, at firsl, followed by wal­
tled houses, and, eventually, the white· 
washed adobe which has always dist in­
guished Spanish colonial architecture. 
The colonists' firsl need was protection 
from sun and rain, and housing for their 
meagre goods, and they wasted little time 
in arranging this, and in the tilling and 
sowing oí their fie lds in that "black and 
loamy soi l" of Crespi's- the soi l that one 
day was to make Cali forn ia fruits known 
even unto far-off Cathay, and California 
vintages the peer of any with which civ­
ilized man was acquainted. 

Dusk falls about the unscarred plaza. 
A score of camp-fires wink in the fali ing 
gloom while toil-touched hands beat tor­
tillas upon sun-brom:ed arms. Horses and 
mules nibble contentedly in the virgin pas­
ture, and little chi ld ren laugh and cry at 
their simple garues. The colonists are 
possessed of their lands and tenements. 
On the wesl side of the plaza are sett led 
the families of Rodríguez, Hanegas, Mo· 
reno, and Villav icencio; on the east side, 
Alejandro Rosas, Navarro, and Camero; 
on the north side, Basilio Rosas, De Lara, 
Mesa and Quintero. 

From near-by Fort Hill, lndians from 
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the village oí Yang-na, or a stalking wild 
creature may have gazed upon the scene, 
curiously and wonderingly. Our Lady at 
last is started on that progressive path that 
sweeps ali wild thinµ;s- men and beasts­
before it, substituting civilization and its 
debatable attributes for the simpler ways 
nnd virtues. 

Our Lady prospered from the outset, but 
not without those always necessary adjust­
ments in the social fabric, which con fronta 
new community. Before ayear had elapsed, 
Lara, Mesa and Quintero had been ban­
ished from the pueblo as unfit; in 1785 
José Francisco Sinova, who had been in 
California for sorne time, applied for ad­
mission to the pueblo and was taken in on 
virtually the same terms as the original 
founders. Antonio Clemente likewise seems 
to have en tered the colony sorne time be­
tween 1781 and 1786. By 1786, when 
Argüello confi rmed title to the pueblo 
lands, the male adult population had di ­
minished to ten, of whom seven were or­
iginal settlers. The star of Our Lady's des· 
tiny had not yet begun to manifest itself, 
but despite vicissi tudcs and travai l it 
showed no signs of vanishing. 

S UCH is the story oí the foundation­
all of it that we know-of the foremost 
city on the Pacific littoral of these United 
States, and one of the first four ci ties of 
the republic. From humble and obscure 
beginnings has emerged, like a beautiful 
butterfly from a rough chrysa lis, a metrop­
olis of phenomenal achievements and 
magical promises. There is both devas­
tating irony and high drama in the fact 
that forty-four common laborers, none of 
whom could read or write, founded a ci ty 
that within 150 years shou ld come to be 
recognized as one of the greatest centers of 
rultural advancement in the known world. 
But it's a fact and there's no parallel in 
history for it. We may be proud of the 
span of our achievement indeed. 

It would be in teresting to trace the des· 
tinies of the pobladores if we cou ld accom­
plish it as readily as we can fo llow the 
progress of Our Lady. But we can't. They 
disappeared from the annals with great ra· 
Jlidity. By 1816, the original male set­
tlers had dwindled to two- Manuel Ca­
mero and José María Navarro, son of José 
Antonio Navarro. By 1850, when the first 
American census was taken, only the 
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names of Navarro and Rosa were 
(ound on the official roster, and we 
have no assurance that they were re­
lated to the first Angelinos. And 
now, in the year 1931, no monu· 
ment commemorates their triumph, 
nor tablet their courage. The names 
of Lara, Navarro, Mesa, Camera, 
Quintero and Moreno remain among 
the street namBs of the city of Los 
Angeles, but little survives to re­
mind us of the equally important 
debt that we owe to Banegas, Villa­
vicencio and Rodríguez. Humble 
players in a grea t and pre-destined 
drama, their achievements assume 
an extraordinary magnitude as, 
from our vantage-point, we look 
back across a century and a half to 
the Beginnings of Our Lady. 



THE FOUNDING 

l'ai11/i118 by Millard Sheets 

Pcons from lazy Mcxico, 
Hcavi!y burdencd, wcary and slow, 
Is thcrc a drcam in you r dark eycs 
As you turn your faces toward Nonhcrn skies? 

Undcr rhe burning sun 
The miles drag, onc by onc, 
Do you cvcr drcam as you stumblc on 
That a city leans on your swcating brawn? 

Do you scc, in thc ycars ahcad, 
A city oí sil ver and red 
Whcrc thc wisc shall gathcr from many a land 
And know and rcmembcr your pean band? 

Do you hcar, in thc ycars to come, 
Can non and fi fe and drum, 
Thc shouts of men from anod1cr sca­
A ncw world born of victory? 

Do you drcam of a horsc with a belly of metal 
\X/hose srrcngrh comes out of a stcaming kettlc? 
Ora road of stcel for his fcct ro ridc 
Whcrc your fcct limp on che mountainsidc? 

Or roads of stone for a thousand miles 
\Xlherc a mil c-a-minutc travclcr smilcs? 
Ora voicc rh:it sings. by radio, 
From this far land to Mcxico? 
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Your minds scorn ali such mocking dreams­
The world is as wide and rough as it seems, 
And su!len, si lent, and stubborn you go 
Journcying norrh from Mexico. 

Sons of sorrow and woe, 
This is the vis ion you know-
Not streecs of gold for the shining oncs 
Bue bctter 'dobcs for your sons. 

S11M1lc111f·11t to To11 ring To/1ics, Sc/J/cmbtr, 1931 
Phi/ Toumscml I lrwna, Editor 

Bailad by john Russell McCarthy 

Sons of tropical soil, 
Tircd of fruit!css roil, 
This is the vision you see, 
A grant of land in fec. 

Y our leader lost, and his soldier traini 
Garcés slain, Rivera slain, 
Their bodics brokcn on Y uma's plain­
Mean noching ar ali ro a sweat-dulled brain. 

Though onc be lcft by the way, 
Two more thrown out on a day, 
Enough of peon blood rcmains 
To found thc queen of Pacific plains. 

'
1Now comes che muttering pricst to bless 

Our Lady of Los Angeles; 
That's over. And here is leave to dine, 
And here is land will soon be mine. 

"!'ve come a hard way by land and sea. 
Bm hcre's good soil ro hold in fee . 
1 bui ld no spires for che shining ones­
Only a bertcr home for my sons." 

Tod.ay, in our glory and pridc 
Our boasts fly swift and widc, 
And wc'll build (who are wisc and free} 
A queen of all land and sea. 
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