CHAPTER 2
DISPUTED RANGE:
RANCHING A MEXICAN LAND GRANT UNDER U.S. RULE,
1844-1880

For most of the 19th century, land use at Los Vaqueros was dominated by large-scale ranching. By the time the Mexicans had made it a rancho in 1844, its identity as excellent grazing land
was well established. For 50 years after the United States seized California, men saw fit to battle
in the courts for the right to claim the precious grassland at Los Vaqueros as their own. Los
Vaqueros as disputed range in some ways foreordained its subsequent history as open land that,
to this day, has remained largely unbuilt. Of course it all began with the Spanish missions, but it
was the Mexicans and their land grants that got Los Vaqueros into the courts and kept it out of the
hands of developers.1

THE RANCHOS
The rancho period has been described with such detail, drama, and romance that it is hard to
believe how short that era actually was. Although Spain gave out some grazing permits, no ranchos
were granted until secularization of the missions, beginning in 1834; Mexican defeat at the hands
of the Americans was complete 12 years later. During those 12 short years of Mexican control,
the government granted more than 800 patents of land—over 12 million acres—to Mexican citizens. Anyone of good character with cattle and funds for fees and taxes qualified. Grantees were
required to submit an expediente (description) and diseño (map) of the area they desired. The
first building erected on a rancho was usually of either wattle or palizada construction2 to quickly

Cattle Round-Up. Vaqueros ride through the herd and rope cattle on the open range.
(Reproduced from Murphy 1958, p. 32.)
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prove a claimant’s intention to settle; more permanent buildings of adobe were constructed after
the land claim was granted.
Stockraising was the main economic pursuit on the ranchos during the Mexican period, as
hides and tallow were the commerce of the day. With a guaranteed market of New England shoe
manufacturers, hides and tallow provided neat profits for a relatively low cost of labor. Most of
the year the cattle roamed free across an unfenced landscape. Labor was required only intermittently, during slaughtering and round-up. At slaughtering time, vaqueros would ride through the
herds, killing cattle with a knife thrust to the neck, while laborers followed behind skinning and
collecting the hides and fat. The meat was often left on the carcass to rot or be scavenged after the
hides were removed. At least once a year, a rodeo was held to round up cattle, brand the new
calves, and herd stock back to its owner’s land. Year-round residence was not necessary to operate a rancho.
This system of large-scale land ownership and the widely successful hide-and-tallow trade
began to change almost as soon as the United States declared war on Mexico in 1846 and laid
claim to California in July of that year. The event catalyzed a minor influx of Americans hoping to
find open land ripe for settlement and farming. Instead, the new immigrants found a confusing
network of large private landholdings with unsurveyed boundaries and unclear titles. With the
Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo of 1848, it became clear that military victory did not release former
holds on the land; the treaty upheld all legal claims to real property. Californios—Spanish-speaking native Californians—had the right to retain their lands or dispose of them at their will. They
also had the right to remain in California as Mexican citizens, or they could choose to become
citizens of the United States. Thus, on paper, there seemed to be no opportunity for Americans to
acquire lands granted under Mexico. Once the legal boundaries of the Mexican grants were
determined, however, the surrounding land would fall into public domain that could be settled
and purchased at low cost from the federal government’s General Land Office under the preemption act, as it had been elsewhere along the frontier.
Adding to the confusion was the reluctance of the federal and state governments to confirm
the titles of the Mexican land grants and establish a system for distributing public land. The
rancho boundaries were often described in relation to another grant, and were woefully unclear,
particularly since very few land grants were ever surveyed or marked. Exacerbating the problem
was the fact that free-range stockraising required minimal improvements to the landscape, such
as fencing, terracing, or tilling that clearly signalled that the land was occupied. So the new
American settlers took their chances on whatever piece of land appeared to be unimproved in the
hopes that it would soon be surveyed and opened to settlement. Almost immediately, this set up
an adversarial relationship between established ranchers and new settlers. The situation intensified greatly in the wake of the California Gold Rush, when thousands of disillusioned miners tried
to return to the more stable occupations of ranching and farming.
It was not until 1851 that the federal government finally passed legislation to deal with the
increasingly bitter land disputes arising in California. The Land Act of 1851 created the Land
Commission, which was charged with evaluating the claims to each of the Mexican grants. The
process was intended to weed out those claimants who had not conformed to Mexican law. While
the process was designed to move swiftly, it often took years to settle a claim. Although most of
the 813 Mexican grants were eventually confirmed, many of them had changed hands—a large
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proportion going to Americans—partially on account of the enormous costs of the confirmation
process. The opening up of public land was a slow process because surveying was required
before it could be purchased or settled under the 1862 Homestead Act. As late as 1861—11 years
after California had become one of the United States—only about one-quarter of the state had
been surveyed, much of it in barren regions far from the hotly contested claims.

RANCHO CAÑADA DE LOS VAQUEROS—THE VALLEY OF THE COWBOYS
It was when California was still under Mexico’s rule and millions of acres were being
granted to her citizens that Euroamericans officially put the hills and valleys of the Los Vaqueros
watershed to use. Most of the watershed became part of the more than 17,000-acre Los Vaqueros
land grant in the 1840s; some of the more rugged portions were never claimed and, under American statehood in the 1860s, became public land eventually patented from the General Land Office.
The early 1840s was less than a decade after the missions had been dissolved. Horseraiding
by ex-neophytes living in the Central Valley was nearly destroying the ranches in the Coast Range
valleys; one observer noted that the perpetrators were “becoming daily more daring, and have
rendered a residence in single farm-houses or estancias not without danger.” 3 It had become
common knowledge that frontier ranches should be avoided. With most Mexicans wary of settling here, only foreign immigrants—naturalized as Mexican citizens—had seen fit to lay claim to
the beleaguered land. The original Native American inhabitants of the Los Vaqueros area had
been badly used by the mission system, and it is unknown what happened to the handful that
survived. So, at the beginning of the 1840s, Los Vaqueros was largely unoccupied land, and its
closest neighbor was American John Marsh, who had laid claim to Rancho los Meganos to the
north. Into this picture stepped three brothers-in-law, Francisco Alviso, Antonino (a.k.a. Antonio)
Higuera, and Manuel Miranda. They first petitioned the Mexican government in May 1841 for a
grant of land known as Cañada de los Baqueros (sic), comprising approximately 4 leagues (17,754
acres) of sobrante (“surplus”) land. The three men did not secure the grant at that time because
their description (expediente) was missing. They petitioned again in February 1844, and this time
were promptly granted the rancho.
Like other ranchos throughout California, Cañada de los Vaqueros, or the Valley of the
Cowboys, was a place to raise and graze stock—not a place intended to provide a home for the
brothers-in-law and their families. While living on land farther west, they left their livestock at
Los Vaqueros in the hands of Indian vaqueros “and some Californios.”4 The diseño for Cañada de
los Baqueros shows three springs (ojo de agua) as well as the Creek of the Cowboys (Arrollo de
los Baqueros), but no house or improvements. The earliest landowners did not, apparently, leave
much of a mark.
Early Title to Los Vaqueros: A Cast of Characters
Los Vaqueros did not escape the confusion engendered by the shift from Mexican to American control and the speculative pressures that resulted. By 1858 various individuals held deeded
interest totaling more than 200 percent of the grant’s acreage; the chain of title was litigated for
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Diseño of Cañada de los Vaqueros, 1844. Map submitted with application to Mexican government for Los Vaqueros
land grant. This map was later tendered to the U.S. Land Commission by Robert Livermore when he sought
confirmation of the land grant in the 1850s.

years, with the final suit not decided until almost 1900. Over the years, some of these individuals
emerged as major actors in the Los Vaqueros drama, while others were bit players who may have
held deeded interest for a short time, but never had a chance to affect the landscape.
Names well known in California history—Robert Livermore and José Noriega—held interests in Los Vaqueros at one time and made significant contributions to the legal quagmire that
ensued. But the protagonists of the drama of Los Vaqueros as disputed range entered the scene in
the mid-1850s. In 1856 Juan Suñol purchased a half-interest at a sheriff’s sale, where the title had
landed on account of an unpaid debt. The following year, Lorenzo Suñol, Juan’s brother, purchased the other half-interest, while a group of Basque settlers including Juan Baptiste Arambide,
Bernardo Altube, Bernardo Ohaco, and Carlos Garat purchased Juan Suñol’s half from its current owner. For at least 10 years, the Suñols and the Basques—or Bascos—ran their herds at Los
Vaqueros, built adobe structures for themselves or their hired hands, and touched the land in
permanent ways, including its name; even now the area is known as the Vasco. The stockraising
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enterprise of the Suñol brothers was centered at the Suñol, or Upper, Adobe and that of Basque
settlers centered at the Vasco, or Lower, Adobe.
Another important figure entered the picture in June 1860, when local merchant and realestate speculator Simon Blum purchased interests in the grant. And in late 1863, Pedro Altube
and Louis Peres obtained the Bascos’ half-interest and were catapulted onto center stage. Peres,
a Frenchman who was eventually to gain—and lose—nearly the entire land grant, had been in
partnership with Altube on a number of ventures beginning in the early 1860s. Peres and Altube
gradually purchased additional interests until they believed they owned almost the entire grant.
After Lorenzo Suñol died in 1866, Peres and Altube brought their claim to court, asserting that
the Suñol chain of title was invalid. In 1870 Juan Suñol lost his claim to the rancho.

CALIFORNIA’S CHANGING RANGE LAND
While title to Los Vaqueros was being disputed over the years, and the cast of characters
were playing out their roles in the long saga, major changes had occurred to California’s stock
industry. The first major shift came soon after the United States acquired California. The discovery of gold in the foothills of the Sierra Nevada in 1848 brought people from all over the world to
California. The once sparsely populated land was now teeming with people who needed to be fed,
and ranchers found that meat commanded a much higher price than the hides and tallow of the
Mexican period. The new emphasis on meat demanded fundamental changes in the way the
livestock were raised. The free-ranging herds that roamed the ranchos could not satisfy the new
demand in either quantity or quality of beef. Improved cross-bred stock began to replace the
original Spanish breeds that had become lank and tough through neglect. Ranchers who failed to
improve their herds could not remain competitive, and many ranchos were lost to new immigrants who were not set in the old ways. Stock and range improvements meant more intensive
labor requirements, which translated to more settled ranching families and year-round ranch hands.
In addition, dairy products, which were a minor element of the Spanish and Mexican diet, came
into high demand in American California, and dairy cows—an extremely labor-intensive investment—were introduced. Sheep also entered the picture to meet new demands for both mutton
and wool, much of which went to supply the demand engendered by the Civil War.5
Although the Gold Rush only lasted a few years, at best, it permanently changed the demographics of California. Most immigrants stayed in the West after they abandoned the goldfields;
many of them sought to reestablish themselves as the farmers they were before they caught the
gold fever. But in the realms of land acquisition and land use, farmers and ranchers were incompatible and frequently found themselves in conflict with one another. One of the biggest land
issues to emerge from this conflict was fencing.
The free-range system was never compatible with farming because roaming livestock threatened vulnerable crops. For 20 years, the conflict was played out in the legislature with the passage of fence laws that switched from favoring ranchers throughout the 1850s to those that favored farmers in the 1870s. But by then it was hardly an issue, since fencing of range lands had
become advantageous to the rancher as well. It was easier to maintain the quality of imported
herds by keeping them isolated from roaming native stock. Also, fencing allowed for the rotation
of pastures and so prevented overgrazing. Climatic conditions also prompted fencing, in addition
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to other range improvements. Lack of feed and water caused massive cattle deaths in the harsh
winter of 1861-1862 and the drought of 1863-1864; between 1860 and 1870, the state’s cattle
population fell from three million to 630,000 head.6 Improvements such as fencing, planting of
forage crops, storage of hay, and construction of barns for shelter helped to reestablish herds.
The Demise of the Ranchos
In the ongoing conflict between ranchers and farmers in fledgling California, the herds held
sway throughout the 1850s and 1860s, although their numbers dwindled. Increased competition
demanded higher quality livestock, weeding out all but the largest, most successful ranches capable of making the required improvements. The natural disasters of the 1860s contributed to the
decline of the livestock industry as well.
Demographic changes also helped effect the shift from ranching to farming. During the
1860s and 1870s, an extensive network of railroads was being built in California. Granted millions of acres by the federal government, the railroads were particularly interested in selling to
small-scale settlers, thereby encouraging the growth of towns that the railroad could serve. Many
of these settlers chose farming instead of ranching because the initial capital investment was not
as great. The railroads also abetted farming by providing for widespread transportation of agricultural products. The curtailment of the free use of public domain for grazing and the increased
number of settlers practicing more intensive forms of agriculture contributed to the decline of
large-scale stockraising. Although ranching continued to play an important role in California’s
economy, it was clear by the first half of the 1870s that the farmers held sway.

LOS VAQUEROS CHANGES TOO
Throughout the 1850s and 1860s, the land of Los Vaqueros was devoted to cattle raising.
During this period, the rancho was divided between the Suñol brothers and the Basque ranchers,
both of whom supplied their own butcher shops with meat they raised at Los Vaqueros. The freerange system was problematic for the Suñol brothers and the Bascos, who feuded over grazing
rights. The open range of Los Vaqueros was finally closed in 1862 when Louis Peres—who, with
Pedro Altube, would acquire the Bascos’ interest in the rancho in 1864—reportedly fenced their
holdings. This was a full decade before local law required that he do so to be free from liability,
and also before inexpensive barbed-wire fencing was available; but open range was quickly becoming an economic liability, and Los Vaqueros was changing along with the rest of the state.
The late 1860s were a turbulent time on the land grant. Lorenzo Suñol died in 1866, and his
brother Juan inherited his interest in the grant and all the problems that went with it. In 1866 and
again in 1868, complaints were filed against Juan Suñol, whose claim to one-half of the land grant
was being declared invalid.7 The Bascos initiated the first suit, indicating that whatever cooperative agreements the neighbors may have had in the past were finished. The Bascos may have
resided elsewhere at the time; in 1869 Louis Peres had a residence in San Francisco and may have
been there some years earlier. Juan Suñol, himself, was apparently living elsewhere, as he advertised a ranch to let in 1867.
That the Bascos and Suñol maintained some presence at Los Vaqueros during the late 1860s
is indicated by the depiction of their residences on the California Geological Survey Map of 1873,
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county line

California Geological Survey Map, 1873. The “Suñal” and “Paris” places are circled. Note the Spanish place
names within the land grant’s boundaries.

which had probably been surveyed a few years earlier. The Suñol Adobe is labeled “Suñal,”
while the Vasco Adobe is shown as “Paris,” presumably a corruption of Peres’s name. The arrested development of the rancho lands is suggested on this map by the retention of Spanish
names throughout the land-grant boundaries: the main watercourse through the grant is labeled
“Arroyo del Poso,” but is called “Kellogg Creek” once it enters public land, while the valley itself
is labeled “Cañada de los Vaqueros.” To the southeast, also largely within the land grant, what
later became Brushy Creek is depicted as “Arroyo de la Cañada de los Carreteros,” translating
roughly to “Highway Creek.”
The general confusion regarding title, and the lengthy proceedings of the Blum v. Suñol
hearings may have kept the grant unoccupied at certain times. In the years between 1867 and
1871, more than 50 individuals testified at the hearings; the witnesses were recruited through an
exhaustive search across the country, which likely spread the word about the grant’s tenuous title.
During the same period, the various claimants to Los Vaqueros continued to mortgage, sell, and
otherwise dispose of their interests in the rancho. Aside from expenses in purchasing interests
and fighting legal suits, owners had tax problems as well. In 1867 and 1870, suits were brought
against the grant owners for overdue taxes. Even the assessor could not ascribe ownership, listing
defendants as follows: “John Doe Brown, Henry Doe Brown, James Doe Brown, whose real
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names are unknown, L. Perez, Pedro Altuba, Juan Suñol, Simon Blum, and John Doe Patterson,
whose given name is unknown.”8
The threat of encroachment was also becoming a reality. The public land surrounding Los
Vaqueros was surveyed between 1862 and 1874 and settlers began filing land claims. The area
was also quickly becoming connected to the population centers on the coast. The future site of the
town of Livermore was developed as a station when the tracks of the Central Pacific Railroad
reached the area in 1869. The Southern Pacific and Tulare Line ran to the east of the Vasco a few
years later, and the towns of Brentwood and Byron were likewise connected by rail to the outside
world. The Altube brothers, and eventually the Arambide and Garat families, “feeling crowded”
by the changes in California, moved their cattle enterprises to Nevada. In 1871 Bernardo and
Pedro Altube sold most of their California holdings, purchased 3,000 head of cattle in Mexico,
and drove them to eastern Nevada where they settled. The Altubes created a thriving “cattle
kingdom” on their Spanish Ranch near Elko.9 Pedro Altube continued in partnership with Louis
Peres; in addition to the Vasco grant, they owned a wholesale cattle-butchering business in San
Francisco.
After Juan Suñol lost his claim to Los Vaqueros in 1870, Louis Peres oversaw operations at
the rancho despite active lawsuits challenging their exclusive ownership. It was during Peres’s
tenure that the grant began its fundamental shift from large-scale ranching to family farms. During the second half of the 1870s, Peres gradually subdivided the grant into smaller ranch complexes that he leased for a share of the crops. By 1880 there were five such ranches ranging in size
from 200 to 1,000 acres: almost two-thirds of the total acreage held by tenants was “improved,”
or tilled. As a measure of change, Peres himself had 600 acres of improved land at Los Vaqueros
in 1880—a significant rise from the 5 acres of improved land the Bascos reported in 1860. 10
The Vasco
The changing land use at Los Vaqueros was more profound than it might seem at first. As
plows and harvesting crews replaced the huge herds of cattle, and small farms divided the oncevast landscape, the real changes came with the growing population. Not only the grant, but surrounding public lands were becoming fully settled, and Los Vaqueros was losing its identity as a
cattle frontier. The isolated, feuding land claimants were replaced by fully integrated families
who interacted with one another and relied on shared skills and resources. Los Vaqueros was
becoming a community of farm families, as it had never been before. In truth, it was transformed
into “the Vasco” of 20th-century collective memory.
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THE HAPLESS RANCHEROS
While the story of Los Vaqueros’s historic
settlement begins in the final years of the Mexican
regime, the primary actors in the opening scene were
born as Spanish subjects, and the social setting was
that of a frontier. Since the province “lay at the farthest reaches of New Spain, itself a Spanish colony,
California’s colonial status was twice removed.”11
The church was still the authority in all secular as
well as clerical matters, and all land was held by
the missions. In 1782 building lots and garden plots
had been formally allotted around the plaza of the
pueblo of San Jose, which was for decades the only
real town in the northern half of the province. The
land to become the Los Vaqueros land grant was
even more remote—a part of the vast grazing lands
of Mission San Jose. Spanish and, later, Mexican
citizens could purchase land in the pueblo, but no
ranchos could be granted until the breakdown of

the mission system, beginning in 1834. Thus the
three grantees of the Cañada de los Vaqueros land
grant, all born before Mexican independence and
all second- or third-generation Californians, would
have as likely spent their early childhood years on
the dusty plaza of the pueblo than in the open fields
of the range land.

We Are All of the Same Family
The three grantees were a somewhat disparate
lot, all related by marriage. The youngest, Francisco
Alviso, was just 18 years old when he married
Manuel Miranda’s sister, Isabella, at Mission San
Jose in 1838.12 Manuel, born in 1816, had married
Francisco’s sister Maria del Carmen, or Carmela,
the year before. Antonino Higuera, born in 1795,
was considerably older than the rest. Both he and
his wife, Francisco’s sister Josefa, had been mar-

San Jose, 1850. Even by the middle of the 19th century, San Jose was still just a small settlement as depicted here
by Ryan in his Personal Adventures in Upper California, 1850. (Reproduced from Pennoyer 1938, p. 19.)
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ried before. Between them, Josefa and Antonino had
eight children before they started their own family
in 1842. The Higuera family was an important one:
Antonino’s uncle was a second-generation Californian and in 1839 became the grantee of the
Tularcitos Rancho, while Fulgencio Higuera was
the grantee of the Agua Caliente Rancho near Mission San Jose.
Even a brief listing of the complex relationships between these families demonstrates how
tightly knit the setting was. Francisco, Carmela, and
Josefa were related to José Maria Amador of nearby
Rancho San Ramon, who was their mother’s brother.
Don José was active in the military, then served as
mayordomo at Mission San Jose from 1827 to the
mid-1830s; he is further distinguished for being one
of the first manufacturers in the East Bay. He may
also have given his name to Amador County in the
Sierra foothills when he undertook placer mining
there in 1848, assisted by a team of Indian laborers. Although respectfully treated in some early histories, Amador was by his own accounts a ruthless
Indian hunter, having made many forays into the
San Joaquin Valley to brutally punish horseraiders.
Don José’s father—Pedro Amador—had come to
California with Portolá in 1769, and was thus a pioneer in the Spanish settlement of the area. Their father, Francisco Solano Alviso, was part of a large
and well-situated family. Manuel and Isabel
Miranda’s California-born father had been a soldier at San Francisco, but there must have been East
Bay connections as well: Valentine Amador, when
asked in court how long he had known Miranda and
Higuera, said: “since I have known anything, we
are all of the same family.”13
With the area too sparsely populated to exclude
foreigners, the notion of family of course extended
to non-Mexicans who had married in. Thus
Antonino Higuera was related to Robert Livermore,
who arrived in 1829—a popular and handy British
sailor—and was to own part of Los Vaqueros and
the neighboring Las Positas ranchos. Livermore had
married Antonino’s cousin, Maria Josefa Higuera
Molina, while her sister married Livermore’s partner, Spaniard José Noriega. Weaving the relationships even more tightly, Livermore had helped José
Maria Amador in the construction of his adobe years

earlier; during the unsettled sometimes violent years
before the American takeover, the Livermores’ children lived with the Amadors at the more populated
Rancho San Ramon.
Despite his youth, Francisco Alviso appears to
have acted as head of household for the group—
perhaps serving as something of a protector for his
two married sisters. By one account, the three families came to be commonly known as the Alvisos.
The 1841 San Jose District padron supports this
notion: all five children listed for Antonino Higuera
and his wife, Josefa Alviso, were listed under the
surname Alviso. Francisco Alviso handled all business transactions for the group, including acquisition of the land grant and, later, transfer of ownership. Perhaps he did so as the most outgoing, clever,
or businesslike member of the group; he seems also
to have been the only one of the three men to hold
down a responsible job or to own land in the more
desirable area near the mission and pueblo. Like
the others, however, he was not conversant in English, recognizing only “one word here and there”
as late as 1867.14
The lifestyle that went with ranching—based
on “the tendency of Latin Americans to make pleasure the chief end of work”—was especially strong
in Mexican California, finding expression in formalized and communal holidays as well as almost
daily, spontaneous outbursts of guitar playing, cockfights, dancing, and horse racing.15 Accustomed to
this stimulation—first in the pueblo and then on the
family ranches—the Alvisos must have found Los
Vaqueros to be an empty, quiet land.

A Short Tenure
The grantees were, it seems, unprepared for
rancho life. They did try at first. Together they went
to look about the ranch and select a place for a house.
After that, it may have been only Alviso and Higuera
who built the large corral in 1841, which they
stocked with cattle, and a smaller corral in 1844,
the year the land was granted. Francisco claimed
during land confirmation hearings that there were
several grass houses or huts built that same year by
“eight or ten of the Indians who were intended to be
employed by me on the Ranch.”16 There is some
suggestion that the grantees remained there that sum-
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mer, but their wives and children almost certainly
stayed elsewhere in the more comfortable, familial
west.
The grantees had claimed their land at a dreadful time—the height of the Indian horseraids on coast
range ranchos, which had begun in the late 1830s,
and the time of the slow advance of the Americans
into Mexican affairs in California and the Southwest, which would lead to the U.S. takeover of the
province. Before they had even laid their first claim,
the Alvisos would certainly have heard of the murder of Mexican cattleman and land grant owner
Felipe Briones, who was killed by Indian
horseraiders somewhere in the hills around Mount
Diablo in January 1840—perhaps in the Los Vaqueros drainage itself. Briones was killed while trying to help neighbor Ygnacio Martinez recover livestock taken from Rancho Pinole.17
Years later, Manuel Miranda gave a diverse set
of reasons for not settling the land grant.18 He said
that he did not pasture at Los Vaqueros “because I
was afraid of the Indians, and I had no horses to
gather the cattle. The Indians stole them all.” When
the Indians were no longer troublesome, he did not
go because he broke his leg and it was sore. He
later said he did not return “because after the Americans came in they commenced to squat around; so
as to have no difficulty with them I did not go there.”
But before there were squatters, Miranda said he
did not go because there was no one there: “I was
afraid of going there myself alone. I was alone and
had nobody to accompany me, and my family were
also afraid to go there.” “At that time,” he added,
“there were a good many grizzly bears there and
we were afraid of those animals.” He was alone, he
said, “because Antonino got sick and Francisco already had a place and didn’t want to move.” While
he had once owned 200 cattle and 100 sheep, he
had at the time of the trial only one cow and no
sheep—“The dogs eat up all I had.”
The Mexican province, of course, was poised
on the edge of destruction in the mid-1840s, and
this event may have been a major factor in the grantees’ departure. According to Alviso during the land
hearings, his intended Indian employees left Los
Vaqueros because “they were intimidated in consequence of the revolution and went away; I also left

and went away.” After a call to arms in response to
the revolution against Micheltorena in 1844, according to one historian, the Alvisos “repaired to San
Jose in obedience to the above order”19 and did not
return to the rancho. By mid-1846 the United States
military government was in charge of Mexican California and all its residents.
The year 1846 was also a difficult one for the
Alvisos. That is the year that Francisco Alviso contends that the Mirandas and Higueras transferred
to him their rights in the land grant, in exchange for
some tame milch cows and a couple of horses. It
was also the year that Antonino Higuera lay fatally
ill at Mission San Jose, dying toward the end of the
year—the exact date of his death was not recorded,
as the padre had been out of town. The following
year, Francisco transferred all his rights to the
rancho to Robert Livermore and José Noriega for
100 calves worth about $200.00. The validity of
these deeds was questioned almost 20 years later,
when the competing claims to the land grant were
disputed in court. The state was scoured for persons with knowledge of the matter. Ultimately, the
testimony of more than 50 witnesses was taken in a
series of depositions from about 1867 to 1871. Thus
much is known about the Los Vaqueros grantees,
despite the apparently simple lives they led.

They Were Not Stable Anywhere
While holding more than 17,000 acres of their
own for at least five years, the three families remained together in the more populated lands to the
west. They resided on a variety of ranchos, the pattern seeming to be that Miranda and Higuera went
where Francisco Alviso lived: in 1843 on Pacheco’s
Rancho Santa Rita, where Francisco was majordomo; on the Rancho San Ramon of the Alvisos’
uncle, José Amador; at Francisco’s holdings at the
Alisal; and at the Suñol and Bernal Rancho (Rancho
el Valle de San José), where Francisco was
mayordomo in 1845 or 1846. This pattern had begun some years before they claimed the grant, according to Miranda, who testified that all of the
grantees lived near each other for about 9 to 10 years
until Higuera died in late 1846. As Valentine
Amador summarized it: “They went from one place
to another, they were not stable anywhere.” Higuera
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may have worked occasionally for his family’s livelihood, but Valentine Amador claimed: “Higuera and
his family got their support from my rancho, because they had absolutely nothing. Manuel Miranda
had some cows not quite twenty in number, four or
five horses, this was the condition in life they were;
every time they wished to eat beef, they took one of
my cattle or my father’s.”20
Years later, Josefa Alviso de Higuera testified
that, “I have resided the greater part of my life in
the ranch of my brother, Francisco Alviso, and two
or three years in one place and two or three years in
another.” After her husband Antonino’s death, the

Alvisos’ lives may have become more settled. Eventually they moved to Rancho Santa Rita, where
Francisco “lived on this side of the lake, along the
public road, and I lived on the other, which is called
the Alisal. I think the houses were about two miles
apart.” It is unclear how much land Francisco held
when he described himself as a farmer residing at
the Rancho of Santa Rita, but certainly nothing on
the scale of what he had let go 20 years before. To
his sister Josefa, he had loaned the piece of land for
her house. She may have had all the land she ever
wanted right there; along with the house she had “a
little orchard behind, to plant chiles and vegetables
and to sow wheat also.”21
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BATTLE ROYALE:
FORTY YEARS OF FIGHTING IN THE COURTS AND ON THE RANGE
Perhaps not since the legendary case of
Jarndyce versus Jarndyce in Dickens’s Bleak House
has a property been the subject of such legal maneuvering as Rancho Cañada de los Vaqueros. From
California statehood in 1850 until the present, few
years have passed when this land was not encumbered by one lawsuit or another.22 The most interesting period of litigation, however, was from the
1850s to the 1890s, when the range was wild and
so were the courts. It was a period of ambition and
risk. It was a period when litigants took their feuds
seriously—livestock would be maimed, timber reserves robbed, allies betrayed, and lives threatened.
It was a period when some would risk all to fight to
the bitter end.

Interests Divided
The battle was simply about who had legal title
to the rancho. But the chain of title was anything
but simple—it was chaos. Conflict over Los Vaqueros was largely due to the practice of conveying

portions of the property in “undivided interests”
rather than specifying a particular portion. These
“undivided interests” proliferated until more than
215 percent of the rancho was claimed through three
competing chains of title.
Title to Rancho Cañada de los Vaqueros started
out simply enough, with the 1844 grant by the Mexican government to the three brothers-in-law, Alviso,
Higuera, and Miranda. Actual possession of the land
was a different matter. Miranda testified that Indians
from the Central Valley stole horses and cattle whenever the opportunity arose, while conditions for settling the land were daunting. Within two years of gaining title to the rancho, the grantees decided to sell it.
Miranda and Higuera allegedly sold their shares to
Alviso, who subsequently sold all interest to Robert
Livermore and Jose Noriega.
Although Livermore and Noriega were partners
in several land transactions, Livermore does not
appear to have been particularly trustworthy in his
dealings with Noriega. When Livermore went be-

Partial Title Chain. This flow chart illustrates the general outline of how the Los Vaqueros land grant was eventually
transferred to Charles McLaughlin. Each “box” could be expanded for a more detailed flow chart, but the resulting
graphic would occupy many pages. (Drafted by Elaine-Maryse Solari.)
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fore the Board of Land Claims to get title to the
rancho confirmed, he made no mention of the fact
that Noriega owned 50 percent of the property.
Noriega was later added as a claimant and the board
confirmed that Noriega and Livermore each had a
50 percent undivided interest in the rancho. In 1853
Noriega exchanged his share in another rancho for
Livermore’s share in Los Vaqueros. Livermore neglected to inform Noriega, however, that he had already transferred all his interest in Los Vaqueros to
Mrs. Livermore and their children the year before.
When Noriega discovered what his “partner” had
done he was understandably upset and demanded
compensation, which Livermore eventually paid.
Unfortunately, Noriega had not discovered
Livermore’s duplicity until after he had already
transferred two half-interests in the rancho in the
belief that he owned the entire property. This situation caused much confusion and was the beginning
of a series of interrelated lawsuits that spanned four
decades.
Juan Suñol purchased title derived through one
of Noriega’s half-interests. About two years later,
four Basque settlers, known collectively as “the
Bascos,” purchased that interest in the rancho. On
the very same day, Juan’s brother, Lorenzo, purchased the other half-interest that had once belonged
to Noriega. The Suñol brothers and the Bascos might
have started out as allies but they quickly became
enemies when disputes over the range arose. Juan
Suñol accused Carlos Garat of cutting the manes
and tails of horses he and his brother had grazing
on the rancho. When Suñol confronted Garat, the
two almost came to blows.23
The situation deteriorated even further when
land speculators entered the picture. In 1860 Simon
Blum purchased Miranda’s one-third interest in the
rancho and later purchased various interests from
Higuera’s heirs. These were shares that had allegedly been already sold more than a decade earlier.
Meanwhile, Louis Peres and his partner Pedro
Altube purchased the half-interest formerly owned
by the Bascos, in addition to shares still held by the
Livermore family.

Litigating the Land
The confusion over title led to a series of lawsuits, the two most important being Louis Peres et

al. v. Juan Suñol and Simon Blum v. Lorenzo Suñol
et al. In Peres v. Suñol the central issue was whether
Juan Suñol’s interest in the rancho (the interest that
had originally belonged to his deceased brother,
Lorenzo) was valid. If Noriega only owned half of
the rancho when he began transferring title, were
his 50-percent transfers half of the rancho or half of
his half-interest in it? If the former, then his second
transfer of 50 percent would have been worthless.
If the latter, then each transfer would equal just 25
percent of the land. In 1870 the court decided
Noriega had conveyed his entire interest in the first
transfer. Thus Suñol’s deed, which was derived from
the second transfer, was ruled invalid, and Suñol
had no claim to the land.
In Blum v. Suñol, Simon Blum contended that
the deeds from Miranda and Higuera to Alviso were
forgeries, and hence Alviso could have only transferred a one-third interest in the property to
Livermore and Noriega. Blum, who had purchased
Miranda’s one-third interest and most of Higuera’s
interest through his heirs, claimed over half of the
rancho. Three issues were central to the allegations
of forgery: Was Valentine Amador (who allegedly
wrote the deeds on behalf of the illiterate Miranda
and Higuera) even in the county when he supposedly wrote the deeds? Was Amador, who had a reputation as a liar, to be believed? And, most importantly, was Higuera in fact dead when he supposedly signed the deed?
This case began in 1862, was litigated for more
than 25 years, and went to the California Supreme
Court three times. Witnesses were rounded up from
all over California to testify. The case was a nightmare: new allegations arose after laws changed,
documents mysteriously reappeared decades later,
and witnesses contradicted each other, and sometimes even themselves.
While the attorneys were arguing in court, the
litigants continued to battle it out on the rancho.
Simon Blum’s strategy in his fight for control of the
range land was devious: to establish his claim, Blum
encouraged local ranchers to use “his range” at Los
Vaqueros when the need arose. His arch rival Peres
discouraged this practice. Peres’s reputation was
such that at least one local stockraiser would not
use the grant for fear of getting lynched or having
his stock killed.
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In 1869 Louis Peres, and others claiming title
through the Livermore deeds, sued eight Alameda
County residents for removing $3,000 worth of timber from the grant, destroying $1,000 worth of other
trees, and removing 100 cords of wood worth
$1,000. Although not named in the complaint, Simon
Blum, who had a lumber business in San Francisco,
might have orchestrated the theft. Alleging that the
defendants had continued to take timber from the
property, the plaintiffs asked for treble damages, or
$15,000, and that the defendants be restrained from
reentering the grant. The plaintiffs won their case,
but since the defendants were said to have no assets, it is unknown whether compensation was ever
made.

mortgage on the rancho—to foreclose on Peres.
Peres was devastated by what he perceived as betrayal by Dupuy, a former employee and ally. In
desperation, Peres approached Charles
McLaughlin, a wealthy San Franciscan, for a loan.
When faced with foreclosure, Peres sold—or, as
he later claimed, offered as security on a loan—the

Questionable Maneuverings
Blum v. Suñol was finally brought to a hearing
in 1872, 10 years after the complaint had been filed.
This was not surprising given the number of witnesses that had to be deposed. Other procedural
aspects of the case are intriguing. Judge Dwinelle,
apparently without an explanation, waited more than
seven years to render a decision and did it on the
very last day of his term. He decided the case on
behalf of the plaintiff (Blum), which was a surprise
to some. The defendants petitioned for a new trial.
A petition for a new trial is supposed to be heard in
front of the same judge who rendered the original
decision. But since Judge Dwinelle had already left
the court, a new judge, Judge Hunt, heard the petition. Believing that the case had been wrongly decided, Judge Hunt innovatively applied a legal concept to grant a new trial.24 Blum knew his case was
doomed if Judge Hunt presided over the new trial,
and he fought bitterly to have the case transferred
to another court. Both sides alleged that they could
not get a fair trial in the other’s territory because of
their opponent’s misuse of power. Blum’s motion to
have the case transferred was denied. As predicted,
Judge Hunt ruled on the defendants’ behalf in the
second trial. Blum quickly appealed, but while the
appeal was still pending, he settled the case for
$8,500.
This settlement did not end the litigation over
title to the rancho. As part of his litigation strategy,
Blum had put pressure on his opponent, Peres, by
contracting with Pierre Dupuy—a holder of a large

Court Case. Researchers used records like
this manuscript judgment as well as published
court records to track the legal history of Los
Vaqueros. (Courtesy Contra Costa History
Center, Pleasant Hill.)
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entire grant to McLaughlin. According to Peres,
they had agreed that McLaughlin would pursue the
legal case against Blum, and that Peres might redeem the property if McLaughlin won. After
McLaughlin’s estate settled with Blum, Peres sued
McLaughlin’s heirs in Louis Peres v. Mary Crocker
et al. to redeem the property. Peres faced an uphill
battle because the deed was absolute on its face,
and McLaughlin could not be questioned because
he had been murdered years earlier by an irate litigant in another lawsuit. Peres was also faced with
the testimony of his former attorney, who claimed
that he had given him no indication that the transfer was a mortgage rather than an absolute deed.
Devastating as this testimony was, it was no surprise: far from being disinterested council, Peres’s
former attorney had become McLaughlin’s attorney and had been paid with an interest in the rancho.
Ethical?—perhaps not; effective?—certainly. In
1897, after another seven years of trials and appeals, Peres lost the case and any claim to the
rancho.

Winners and Losers
Were there any true winners in the battle for
the rancho? Louis Peres, who refused to settle with
Blum for $10,000 when he had the chance, was
clearly the big loser. After three decades in litigation and thousands of dollars, he lost all claim to
the land. To make matters even worse, Peres, in
another lawsuit,25 was stuck paying for part of the
purchase price of the rancho even though he no
longer owned it. Simon Blum fared better, but undoubtedly lost money in his gamble to take over the
rancho. Although he had received $8,500 in settlement, he had spent close to $6,000 in buying up
shares of the rancho, and his litigation expenses were
probably considerable. Was McLaughlin’s estate a
real winner? True, it ended up with title to the rancho,
but it had also spent $43,500 in litigation. Perhaps
the only big winners in this battle royale were the
attorneys, who got nearly half of McLaughlin’s
$43,500. This, combined with all the money Peres
and Blum undoubtedly paid their attorneys, would
have amounted to a tidy fortune.
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FENCING THE LAND
What could be more unprepossessing than a low
wooden fence?; today a piece of property without a
fence is more notable. Nary a city or suburban lot
is unmarked by a fenceline, and even the rolling
hills of the California countryside are strung with
miles and miles of barbed wire. As commonplace
as fencing is today, it was nearly nonexistent in mid19th-century rural California. Barbed wire was not
introduced until the 1870s, and a fence of any length
was an enormous investment. And until the Americans flooded into California in the late 1840s and
1850s, population pressures were minimal and the
hide-and-tallow trade demanded little control over
the quality of cattle herds. The range was wide open.

Fence-No Fence
With the Americans came profound changes
that put new pressure on the California landscape,
ultimately leading to widespread fencing. Burgeoning population, competition for land, unclear titles,
stock improvements, and widespread farming conspired to engender a new territoriality. Fencing was
a prominent issue in the legislature as soon as California gained statehood, and it became an embodiment of the ongoing battle between ranchers and
farmers.

Since 1850, legislation had been framed to favor ranchers: board fences at least 4 feet high were
required of farmers to relieve them from the liability for any injuries the animals might receive while
trespassing, or before filing suit for damaged crops
caused by trespassing livestock. This legal bias continued through the 1850s, when seven fence laws
were passed, all of which were in the best interest
of the ranchers. The tide changed between 1860 and
1874, when 40 fence laws were passed, 28 of which
favored the farmer. A “no fence law” (i.e., one that
shifted the liability from the farmers to the ranchers) was finally passed in Contra Costa and Alameda
counties in 1872, and by 1874 most California counties followed suit.26

A Magnificent Plank Fence
In 1862 Louis Peres took it upon himself to finance the construction of a plank fence around the
Los Vaqueros land grant. His reasons for doing this
must have been compelling, because it was two years
before he himself owned any interest in the land
and at least a decade before a “no fence” law made
him liable for damages that might occur on his unfenced land. Peres’s investment was a substantial
one since he built his fence of wood planks; barbed

Fences at Los Vaqueros. Today, the hills and bottomlands of Los Vaqueros are crisscrossed with barbed-wire fences that divide the land into pastures and holding pens.

42

From Rancho to Reservoir

wire, which eventually minimized the expense of
fencing, was not to be introduced for another 10
years or more.
Peres apparently did nothing by halves. The
fence he erected was described as “magnificent”
by a witness in Peres’s 1895 lawsuit against the
Crocker estate. As Peres himself testified, “they
were good boards. . . thicker and broader than the
ordinary fence boards, . . . about 8 inches by 1-1/
4.”27 But Peres’s plank fence probably did not enclose the entire land grant; the rancho had a perimeter in excess of 25 miles, and it is more likely that
Peres provided spot-fencing to fill open areas between natural barriers such as steep landforms or
dense chaparral.
Why would Peres make such an investment in
land he didn’t even own? First of all, he must have
already laid plans to acquire title to the land with his
wholesale-butcher partner, Pedro Altube. Fencing the
grant would almost certainly increase the value of Los
Vaqueros by putting an end to communal grazing. New
improved stock could be prevented from interbreeding with less desirable free-ranging cattle, and pasturage could be protected from overgrazing.

Perhaps even more pressing, however, were
impending issues of property ownership. The year
that the fence was built, a complaint had been filed
against both the Bascos and Suñol by Simon Blum—
the wealthy land speculator who had purchased an
interest in the grant in 1860. Blum’s suit alleged
that he was entitled to a half-interest in Los Vaqueros, and to establish his claim, Blum encouraged
local ranchers to take advantage of his range at Los
Vaqueros should their stock be in need. Another
event in 1862 may also have motivated Peres’s actions: the survey of public lands adjacent to the
rancho had begun in that year, making them imminently available for settlement. A fence would have
delineated the boundaries of the rancho and prevented encroachment by squatters and prospective
homesteaders.
Whatever his motivation or the extent of the
structure, Peres’s “magnificent” fence was an enormous capital investment that signalled his intentions
to own the land. Ultimately, it improved the Los
Vaqueros range lands at a time when such measures
were becoming necessary to retain a competitive
edge over other ranchers.
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THE SUÑOLS AND THEIR ADOBE
Lorenzo Suñol must have been a bold young
man because, in 1852, five years before he owned
any part of Los Vaqueros, he built the first permanent dwelling there. Remarkably, its remains are
still visible in the fenced barnyard of an abandoned
ranch in a small side valley high above Kellogg
Creek. All that is left is a grass-covered mound of
earth resulting from the cumulative effects of more
than a century of rain and wind on the unfired adobe
bricks that formed the walls of the building.
The Adobe first came to the attention of historians, just before World War II, when G.W. Hendry
and J.N. Bowman toured the Bay Area to record all
of the adobes that still stood or that people remembered. They learned by way of second-hand information that the building had two rooms with an
adobe partition, beaten-mud floors, and was once
one-and-a-half stories high, with an overhanging
roof and a door that faced the valley.28

Layers of History on the Ground
Today the site looks like any of a number of
modern ranches scattered throughout the hills and
valleys of northern California’s range land. Built in
the 1950s, the abandoned complex includes a small
house, a hay barn, small sheds, clusters of poplars,
unpaved drives, and a labyrinth of wood and barbedwire fences. But the pedestrian appearance of the
site belies the historical depth and cultural complexity that exist in this small valley. The two seasonal
creeks that converge below the modern compound
make the site ideal for human settlement, and remnants of occupation are scattered across the surface
of the land. Indeed, the adobe mound is just one
component of an archaeological site that covers several acres and includes evidence of Native American occupation in addition to other pieces of the
19th-century ranch.
Up the hill from the adobe mound, in the next
corral, the bare earth is noticeably darker than the
surrounding soil, a rich “midden” that results from
many years of human habitation. Careful examination of the ground reveals scattered small pieces of
worked obsidian and chert—tools and waste
flakes—that are the signature of a Native Ameri-

can living site or workshop. Along the shaded banks
of the seasonal creeks flanking the midden are boulders with smooth, deep conical holes fashioned in
the stone and then further worn from years of grinding acorns with stone pestles.
To the south of the adobe mound, outside of the
barnyard and between the two creekbeds, are alignments of rough fieldstones, rock walls, and a concentration of bricks that together suggest a building
foundation, landscaping, and perhaps an oven or a
chimney. Small fragments of ceramics and glass
typical of tableware manufactured in the 19th century—evidence of the age of the structures—are
scattered on the ground nearby.
The recorded history of this complex site begins in the middle of the 19th century with the arrival of the Spanish, while the secrets of its earlier
inhabitants are buried in the midden they left behind. Tantalizing but unsubstantiated reports of an
Indian rancheria at the site were recorded by Hendry
and Bowman from two informants: “[both] stated
that an Indian rancheria once stood about 1000 feet
up the hill and almost due west of the house.” No
record of the “Indian rancheria” has been found in
historical documents, although several grass houses
or huts were built at Los Vaqueros in 1844 at an
undisclosed location to accommodate the “eight or
ten” Indians that Francisco Alviso, one of the original grantees, intended to employ. These could have
been located at the later site of Suñol’s adobe.

The Brothers Suñol
When Lorenzo Suñol built the adobe in about
1852, he was in his early 20s and apparently squatting on the land, a not uncommon practice for settlers waiting out the results of land claims cases.
Then again, his brother Juan claimed they did not
live there until 1856, but since he was testifying in
his defense of two ejectment suits, he might have
been reluctant to admit being on the property several years before having any claim of title to it.29
The brothers grazed livestock and cultivated
grain. Their Los Vaqueros spread was just one part
of an extensive cattle- and horse-ranching network
stretching from southern California to Calaveras
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County. The network included adobe dwellings,
corrals, slaughterhouses, and butcher shops operated by various partnerships. Juan and Lorenzo lived
intermittently at the Los Vaqueros adobe for more
than 10 years, dividing their time between various
ranches in their network. For several of those years,
they were tended to by Juan’s common-law wife,
Maria Angulo. She did the housework and cooked
for the men, serving the Suñols and ranch hands
alike at the same table.
The fraternal partnership was not without tension: Lorenzo complained to a number of individuals that Juan wasted money and that, “if he had never
gone into business with his brother, he would have
been worth $100,000.” In 1856 he told a business
contact that he was mad at Juan and was going to
dissolve the partnership. He finally detached himself from his brother a year later when Juan took
over a butcher shop in Calaveritas, in the gold country of the Sierra foothills. Lorenzo remained on the
ranch and, with his vaqueros, drove cattle for butchering to the shop every few weeks. Maria seems to
have taken the brothers’ discord to heart: loyal to
her love, Juan, she hated Lorenzo. Then, when Juan
spurned her she turned her fury on both Suñols, suing for $960 in back wages.30
For the next 13 years, Lorenzo Suñol continued to ranch at Los Vaqueros, although he was intermittently beseige by financial and legal problems.
In 1859 he was assessed for 989 acres at the
“Rancho Poso del los Baqueros.” A certain “Bartola
Vallestrue, Buckero of said Senole and neighbors
generally,” reported that Lorenzo owned 300 cattle,
30 mules, and 30 horses with a total value of
$6,900.31 Despite his substantial assets, he must
have needed cash because that same year he mortgaged his share of Los Vaqueros. Lorenzo was living at the adobe at the time of the 1860 census, on
which he is described as a 31-year-old stockraiser
from Spain. He shared his household with two laborers of like age, one from Spain and one from
Mexico. The makeup of his livestock holdings had
changed somewhat since the previous year, as he
now claimed 70 horses, 300 head of cattle, 40 hogs,
and 3 milk cows worth more than $9,000. Of the
7,750 acres he reportedly owned, only 2 were improved32—Suñol’s orientation was decidedly towards ranching.

During his years at Los Vaqueros, Lorenzo was
embroiled in several lawsuits that undoubtedly taxed
his resources. On top of Maria’s suit, Lorenzo was
involved in legal difficulties and land feuds with
both Simon Blum and his neighbors the Bascos. His
untimely death in Calaveritas in mid-1866 prevented
him from seeing these problems through. Instead,
he left everything—including his position within the
active lawsuits—to Juan. Within three months, and
again in March 1868, suits of ejectment were filed
against Juan Suñol by claimants to the land, including the Bascos. While the plaintiffs demanded that
Suñol release his possession of the land because
his chain of title was invalid, Suñol claimed to be a
tenant in common with them; he testified that he
used the land for grazing cattle, horses, sheep, and
other livestock and for a supply of fuel and of fencing timber.
Juan, who was apparently not much of a horseman, tried to lease the ranch following Lorenzo’s
death. His June 22, 1867, advertisement in the
Contra Costa Gazette read “two leagues of land,
with house thereon, garden under fence, good pasturage and plenty of water.” In 1870 Juan lost all
his interest in Los Vaqueros, and the Suñol adobe
became part of the holdings of Louis Peres and Pedro
Altube. Juan Suñol’s tax assessment for 1870—
before he lost Los Vaqueros—reflects his diminished circumstances: in addition to the land he had
just one wagon, two horses, and two mules, worth a
total of $100.

The End of the Adobe
With the Suñols gone, the ranch headquarters
with its adobe dwelling became one of several tenant farms at Los Vaqueros. In 1880 and probably
for some years before, Frenchman Frank Viala lived
and farmed there. In that year, he owned five horses
and five mules, worth a total of $500; he had 200
improved acres in grain. Louis Peres, as landowner,
received one-fifth of the harvest. According to the
1880 census, Viala’s household contained an interesting group of people: a 20-year-old school teacher
born in California; a 30-year-old “person of leisure”
with a general disability named “Vista Snow”; and
a 19-year-old Mexican farm laborer. They probably occupied the old adobe dwelling, which stood
through at least the first decade of the 20th century.
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What is certain is that by the early 20th century, the
Dario family—who lived at the ranch from at least
1899—occupied not the adobe but an “old-fashioned country house, nothing fancy” nearby.33
Over the years the lives of the 19th-century inhabitants of the Suñol site have gradually receded
from view. The traces of their material world have
been obscured by 20th-century construction, buried

by natural soil accumulation, or blended into the landscape by erosion and neglect. The adobe bricks fashioned from local clay have returned to earth; an outbuilding or perhaps the simple country home of the
Darios has been reduced to its stone foundation, and
all that remains visible to the untrained eye of the
countless years of Native American occupation are
pitted boulders and a patch of black earth.

Vaquero and Horse at Dario Place. A vaquero posed with the “Pride of the Dario Family” in
front of the old Suñol Adobe for this photograph taken around 1910. The Adobe is just visible
in the background. (Courtesy Franklyn Silva.)
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DOMESTICATING THE GRANT:
WOMEN AND CHILDREN ON THE RANCHING FRONTIER
Throughout the time that Los Vaqueros was
ranching territory—when it was an open range and
after it was fenced—it remained a largely male frontier. In the hide-and-tallow period, before 1850, labor requirements were minimal and only Indian and
Mexican vaqueros lived on the ranch. In the three
years that the Alvisos owned the property, between
1844 and 1847, the men rarely ventured out to Los
Vaqueros on account of many perceived dangers,
from marauding Indians to troublesome squatters
to wild grizzlies.34 The Alviso women undoubtedly
remained safely housed in their more civilized
dwellings.
As the emphasis of cattle ranching changed
from hides and tallow to meat, and as stock improvements became necessary to remain competitive with
other ranchers, the range was tamed and property
owners began to live at Los Vaqueros. The first permanent residents were the Suñols, followed by the
Bascos, who visited the ranch on a regular basis.
But even with permanent and semi-permanent residence, the Vasco remained a place primarily for men.
Between 1855 and 1860, only two women and two
children are known to have lived at Los Vaqueros.
Maria Angulo lived at the Suñol place between 1855
and 1858; and Marie Altube, her infant child, and
Catherine Ohaco (age 11) lived at the Vasco Adobe
for a short time in 1860.
The decade of the 1870s brought profound
changes to the demography of Los Vaqueros as Louis
Peres began to divide the land and lease out portions of it to farmers and ranchers. The Vasco was
becoming less and less of a cattle frontier as families moved in and took up farming. By 1880 the
grant had been fully domesticated with women and
children living at the tenant ranches. Even Peres
the landowner had seen fit to bring his wealthy
French wife, Palmyre, and their two children to the
Vasco in that year.
Maria Angulo and Marie Altube were both of
European descent, from highly stratified societies
where women usually remained subordinate to men.
The ancient Spanish tradition, into which Maria was
born and Marie married, promulgated a highly re-

strictive view of a woman’s place in society. Women
were wives, and wives were to be virtuous homebodies dedicated to the care of their husbands and
children.35 But the West, of course, offered new opportunities for women, and Maria and Marie experienced life as adults on the Vasco in very different
ways.

Maria
Maria Angulo was caught between the economic constraints of Hispanic women in California
and the new roles for American women that were
emerging in the West. Like many Hispanic women
of her day, she was beginning to work outside the
family, gradually assuming more responsibility for
her own welfare. But Maria’s work options were
limited, and it was only in the domestic sphere that
she had any marketable skills. So, for at least five
years, she lived with Juan Suñol as his commonlaw wife, and when he no longer had a use for her,
she moved in with another man she had met while
working in Juan’s shop. Maria was stuck between
worlds: she had none of the security or status of a
married woman, but neither did she have the clout
to demand wages owed her for years of domestic
labor.
The difficulty of Maria’s situation lay in the
ambiguity of her role in the household. Was she wife,
or was she servant? Maria was living with Juan as
early as 1854 when they visited another rancher’s
home. According to their host, who overheard the
conversation, Lorenzo (Juan’s brother) offered
Maria a job “for life” when he heard she might be
going away. The security of Lorenzo’s offer must
have lured Maria in, because by 1856 she was living at the Los Vaqueros ranch, doing all the housework. A business associate “saw her cooking, saw
her put meals on the table, saw her sweeping. Saw
her doing other housework. She was doing this each
time I was there.”36
When Juan and Lorenzo severed their partnership and Juan moved to Calaveritas, Maria went
with him. There she became a shop clerk in addition to doing the household sewing. Maria fully ex-
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pected to accompany Juan to Spain, but he left without her. A regular shop customer reported that, “She
said one day that she and Juan had settled their affairs all up and were going to Spain. She said they
had their trunks packed ready to move them.” Maria
had also told a fellow shopworker that she loved
Juan, so his betrayal of her must have been more
than just financially difficult. After spending five
years of her life with Juan, Maria had nothing to
show for it but a packed trunk. Scorned and undoubtedly hurt, she decided to sue the brothers for
$960 of back wages.

Marie
Marie Altube must have experienced life a little
differently. Her father owned a French laundry in
San Francisco where she met her husband, Bernardo
Altube. Hers was undoubtedly a more pampered
upbringing than Maria’s; she was probably accustomed to being looked after, even if she knew the
value of a hard day’s work in her father’s laundry.
She married Bernardo on New Year’s Day 1859
and soon thereafter moved with him to the Vasco,
where they lived in the Adobe with their infant child
and a house full of men. Life at the Adobe must
have had its rough edges, and Marie undoubtedly
had a lot of hard work keeping the household in
order. In addition to her own baby, Marie looked
after Catherine Ohaco, an 11-year-old girl who was
also living at the ranch in 1860. One luxury Marie
had was a French cook.

During the 1860s the Vasco Adobe was equipped
with unexpected elements of civility, such as fine white
china from England (none of which quite matched),
bottled spices and olive oil from the city, and ink from
France.37 Perhaps Marie introduced these niceties
when she lived at the Adobe, to try and make the place
seem more like the home she had left in San Francisco. But the realities of ranch life were inescapable,
and despite Marie’s advantages in life she lost her
infant in the fall of 1860. Unlike Maria, though, Marie
had an escape; there was her family in the city, with
whom she spent increasing amounts of time. When
she became pregnant again, she stayed in San Francisco with her sister. After that, the Bascos’ ranch
was a male domain once again.

The Taming of the Vasco
As the Vasco moved from cattle frontier to farming community, profound changes in women’s roles
were occurring in California and the rest of the West.
Americans were bringing to the frontier their notions of the proper roles of women, grounded in the
Victorian ideology that was sweeping the East.
Middle-class social reformers who promoted the
“cult of true womanhood” firmly believed that the
sanctity of women in the domestic sphere would
serve the goal of uplifting moral behavior for the
larger society. Women and the family were regarded
as necessary ingredients for order and “civilization.”
The civilizing influence of agricultural development was also a core tenet of this domestic phi-

Artifacts from the Vasco Adobe. These artifacts might reflect the influence of Marie Altube on the Vasco Adobe
household of 1860. White plates with molded designs (left) adorned the table; inkwells (right) indicate that at least
some of the residents were literate.
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losophy, and the state’s leading agriculturists envisioned more permanent settlement of the state by
farmers that would “make their farms their homes.”38
Throughout the middle and late 19th century, the
family farm remained the national ideal: a uniform
agrarian base that would support a growing world
industrial power. In 1862 the U.S. Department of
Agriculture, in its Annual Report, went so far as to
formulate the ideal of the husband-wife partnership
in the family farm that was forged in the bonds of
romantic love.
In 1880 at Los Vaqueros the civilizing influences of women and children were present as never
before. Six households were recorded within the
grant on the U.S. population census for that year:
Peres, Dickhoff, Cummings, Bordes, Viala, and
Righter. In these six households were 9 women and
10 children. Of course by this time some of the public land adjoining the grant had also been settled as
farms: the census recorded seven households with
9 women and 18 children on public lands within the
watershed boundaries.

Heavy Labor
On the farms and ranches of Los Vaqueros, as
in other western rural communities, labor was at a
premium. For the Californio, immigrant, and AngloAmerican families alike, the work of running the
farm and managing the household was demanding
and required all able-bodied individuals—be they
fathers, mothers, or children. Men often found it
necessary to do day labor for their neighbors or leave
home for extended periods on business, leaving the
women to manage the new farms. Women needed
to know how to run the farm, make clothing, process food and cook it, provide health care and midwifery skills, and because schools were not often
established nearby, how to educate children.39
Even the benefits of new technology that
boomed following the Civil War did not make
women’s work easier, but in fact usually made it
worse. With the new agricultural machinery that
increased the amount of land a farmer could profitably cultivate, more laborers often had to be hired
on to help. And who but women had to slave over a
hot stove to prepare meals for all those hungry hired
hands?

Aids to women’s work did exist: sewing machines, water pumps, lightweight cookware and
cutlery, kitchen ranges, new types of washing machines, butter churns, and a variety of small gadgets that were available in the post-Civil War period. Although these tools undoubtedly saved work,
farm women’s tasks still involved substantial manual
labor. Wood had to be hauled and fires carefully
tended for the new-fangled cook stoves. Gallons of
water had to be heated for laundering, and foods
had to be processed from their rawest state. Nineteenth-century women usually milked cows and
churned butter by hand. Their dairy chores may also
have included cheesemaking—a strenuous and exacting task. Women normally had to bake bread
daily, keep a kitchen garden, and butcher animals,
in addition to canning and preserving fruits and vegetables. Most of the family’s clothing was handsewn. And, in spite of the fact that reapers and other
machines reduced men’s work by half, floors still
had to be swept “with the same weeds tied to the
end of a stick, and by the same persistent swing of
the arms, as when our mothers were young.”40
Information from the 1880 census suggests that
most of the farm wives on the grant had help. As
the landowner’s wife, Palmyre Peres had the benefit of a Chinese cook in addition to a governess for
her children. Hattie Righter, who had a 7-year-old
at school and a 4-year-old at home, had a female
servant “doing housework.” Although she had only
an infant boy in 1880, Minnie Bordes was assisted
by her 15-year-old sister and an 18-year-old servant (but then again, at the time of the census, her
husband’s sister Ernestine Orlet was visiting with
eight children in tow!). Kate Dickhoff probably
worked the hardest of the lot: she had three children ranging in age from 2 to 5, but had no household help. All of these families had hired hands to
work the farms.

Raising Children
To add to the already increasing specialization
of women’s housework were the demands of 19thcentury middle-class childrearing practices. The
philosophy of the new “cult of domesticity” saw
childrearing as a task to which women were particularly well suited. Whereas paternal authority was
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associated with force and fear, the maternal influence was connected with love and affection. Views
of childhood also changed in the 19th century. In
earlier times, children were important economic
assets for the family income. They worked alongside their mothers and fathers in the fields or were
hired out to work for other families. By the middle
of the 19th-century, the role of children changed
from producer to consumer. In middle-class urban
and suburban homes, children now needed educating and nurturing in the bosom of their families,
remaining for longer periods at home. Childhood
was seen as a distinct stage of growth and development in which the young person was prepared for
adulthood. Childrearing, rather than childbearing,
became the most time-consuming task in a middleclass woman’s life.41
We may never know the extent to which these
new childrearing practices were adopted and incorporated into domestic life in Los Vaqueros. We do
know that, unlike their pampered suburban middleclass counterparts, most children on the Vasco worked
on the farm in addition to receiving whatever schooling was available. On the Andrews farm, six children
lived at home in 1880, ranging in ages from 2 to 18.
The fact the James Andrews hired no farm laborers
suggests that all family members played a role in farm
operations. The value of children’s work on the

Valenzuela homestead was officially noted on the 1880
census, which lists the occupations of the two eldest
sons as “farmers.” The two younger sons and a daughter also gave their “occupation” as laborers who were
unemployed from 2 to 5 months of the year. Two of
the Valenzuela children aged 6 and 14 years attended
school, while an 8-year old was “at home.”
Sadly, life for children in the 19th-century West
could be tragically short. Epidemics of whooping
cough, diphtheria, measles, typhoid, cholera, and
influenza swept through rural communities from
time to time, claiming hundreds of young lives.
Without the benefits of modern vaccines, and with
home doctoring being the major source of medical
attention, child mortality could be fairly high.

Perseverance
The family farms that were being established
on the grant and the public lands around it continued to grow and prosper as California cashed in on
the country’s booming wheat industry. By the end
of the 19th century, the Vasco grant had been pretty
much domesticated, supporting tenant-farming families and a school. Farm work was demanding, and
the environmental conditions and isolation may
have, at times, been difficult to bear. Los Vaqueros
women and the children who grew up on the grant
persevered and, in their own way, brought civilization and community to this wild corner of the West.
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THE ENTERPRISING BASCOS
Pedro Altube—among the most famous of the
early Basque settlers in California—did not buy a
share in the Los Vaqueros grant until 1864. While
his brother and friends began developing the Vasco
in the late 1850s, Pedro was in Santa Barbara, gathering more resources and building up herds. Because
he gave employment to many Basques on his Spanish Ranch, which he later operated in Nevada, Pedro
is known as “the father of Basques in America.”
Recently—perhaps based as much on his colorful
personality as on his role as a Basque benefactor—
Nevadans made Pedro their representative to the
Cowboy Hall of Fame in Oklahoma City. Pedro had
lived nearly half his life when he bought his interests in the grant: the first half had been adventurous; the second half would be even more so.

Pedro Altube. Portrait of “the father of Basques in
America,” as Pedro Altube is known in Nevada where
he founded one of the largest cattle ranches in the
northeast part of the state.

Altube Home, Oñate, Spain. This is the farmhouse in
which Pedro and Bernardo were raised in Spain.
(Courtesy Carol Hovey.)

Two Boys in Search of Their Fortune
Pedro Altube was born in 1827 in Oñate,
Guipuzcoa, Spain, a village “legendary for producing the most Basque of the Basques.”42 Bernardo
was born four years later in 1831, the year the boys’
father died. They were the youngest sons in a large
Basque household. As was the custom, all but the
eldest son immigrated to foreign lands upon reaching maturity. Thus, in 1845 at age 18—financed by
a mortgage on the family home—Pedro sailed from
the port of Bilbao on the Bay of Biscay for Argentina, to join three of his older brothers. Having arrived at the height of the cattle boom, the older brothers were now well established and would eventually become influential members of Argentina’s
upper class. Pedro worked in the hide-and-tallow
trade and also as a dairyman—one of several
Basque-dominated pursuits in the Buenos Aires region. When Bernardo joined him in 1848, he probably also worked in these traditional Basque occupations. Soon the brothers mastered the skills of the
gauchos and became excellent horsemen.
Pedro and Bernardo Altube arrived in Argentina too late to acquire large landholdings of their
own. So, when news of the California Gold Rush
reached Buenos Aires in 1848, Pedro seized the
opportunity to seek his fortune. With 35 other
Basques, Pedro set out by horseback for Valparaiso,
Chile, where they caught the first boat for San Fran-
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cisco. The details of Pedro Altube’s adventures in
the goldfields have not survived. It is probable that
he was among the large number of Basques mining
around Sonora in Tuolumne County in 1849. Pedro,
realizing the opportunities to be had, sent for
Bernardo as soon as he could raise money for the
passage. The brothers reunited in San Francisco in
the spring of 1851. Altube descendants speculate
that while Pedro probably did well at mining, he
may have had more luck in gambling “since that
was ever a passion.” Pedro was also quickly honing his business skills: it was not long before he
saw that supplying cattle to the miners and to the
exploding population in San Francisco would pay
far better than digging for gold.
The cattle business that the Altube brothers
knew in Argentina was the relatively low-profit
hide-and-tallow trade. In Gold Rush California,
however, the sudden huge demand for meat sent
profits soaring. The ever-savvy Altubes left the
mines and became businessmen, joining forces with
other Basque cattlemen. They bought cattle in southern California and drove them north—a trip lasting
one month. In Merced County near the northern end
of the San Joaquin Valley, they pastured the stock
at modern-day Santa Nella (originally Centinela),
the site of an Indian spring near the intersection of
two major travel routes (today a major truck stop
on Interstate 5 just east of Pacheco Pass). There the
cattle were fattened before they were taken east to
the mining camps or northwest to San Jose, where
they commanded nearly double their original price.
As a safeguard against Joaquin Murieta’s gang of
robbers, the partners would divide the proceeds after the sale and return to Centinela by separate
routes. The land was not in use when they found it,
and the Basques simply claimed it by possession.
With plenty of water from the spring and creek, they
built an adobe and planted an orchard.
But the Altubes were too young and ambitious to
settle down. In 1853 Pedro married Marie Ihitzaque,
a French Basque, and moved north with her to Palo
Alto; as usual, Bernardo followed. There, in the rapidly developing San Francisco Bay Area, the brothers met with success running a dairy, while they made
plans for the future. Their other partners, including
Marie’s brother, Salvador, remained at Centinela.

The Basques Buy Los Vaqueros
The Basques must have been familiar with the
Los Vaqueros land grant from their cattle drives in
the early 1850s; the range was open to public use,
and they may well have pastured their herds there
after scaling the Altamont Pass enroute to the Bay
Area. As the grant made its slow progress through
the U.S. Land Commission, however, both neighbors and speculators began buying interests in the
land. Ownership would soon become a prerequisite
for use.
Thus on 14 November 1857, just a month before the land was confirmed, a group of Basque
ranchers headed by Bernardo Altube bought a halfinterest in the rancho. On the same day, another halfinterest was bought by the Suñols—Spanish brothers who had been grazing cattle there for half a decade. The two groups may have been allies at first,
but they quickly came to blows: even 4 leagues of
land was not enough to feed their huge herds.
Soon known as the Bascos, the four partners at
Los Vaqueros—Arambide, Ohaco, Garat, and
Bernardo Altube—were all young men when they
purchased the property. At age 26, Bernardo Altube
was already successful in his partnership with the
Basques at Centinela and in the dairy and other ventures with brother Pedro. He would also soon start
a family: on the first day of 1859, Bernardo married Marie Recarte, a French Basque, and together
they moved to the adobe house at Los Vaqueros.
They had met at her family’s French laundry on
Leavenworth Street in San Francisco, a far cry from
the rustic adobe the Bascos built on Kellogg Creek.
A year older than Bernardo, Juan Bautista
Arambide was a French Basque who had joined
Bernardo on the voyage from Buenos Aires and in
numerous business ventures since that trip. Carlos
Garat, eldest son of French Basques Jean and Grace
Garat, was the youngest of the group. Marrying just
three days after Bernardo, he soon tired of the rancho
and sold his interest to his partners in November
1860. Even so, the Altube and Garat families remained closely knit. In 1866 Juan Bautista
Arambide married Grace Garat, Carlos’ sister,
drawing this circle of friends ever closer. Little is
known about the fourth partner, Bernardo Ohaco,
perhaps because the spelling of his name is obscured
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in various documents and could be read Obaco,
Ohaco, or Chaco. Bernardo Ohaco was French, presumably Basque, and 30 years old at the time of the
purchase in 1857.
When the census taker rode up the Kellogg
Creek valley in June 1860, the Bascos were living
at the Adobe. Bernardo Altube’s household included
his wife and infant daughter; Arambide; three members of the Ohaco family; and four adult males—
including three laborers and one cook—of French,
Spanish, and Native American descent.

A Spreading Domain
Meanwhile, the Bascos continued to purchase
grazing land elsewhere, returning east to the Gold
Country for some of their investments. In March
1860 Bernardo Altube and Juan Bautista Arambide
bought a ranch in Calaveras County—where their
Los Vaqueros neighbors, the Suñols, had a butcher
shop, and their old friend and former partner Juan
Indart had a ranch. Arambide and partners went into
the butcher business in Calaveras County in April
1861 in the lively village of Vallecito,43 a short ride
from the more cosmopolitan town of Murphys,
known as the “Queen of the Mother Lode.” Living
there would have been quite different from the life
at Centinela and Los Vaqueros, and different too
from the growing city of San Francisco. By moving
between these worlds, the partners carved themselves not only an enviable economic position but
also a lifestyle of broad contrasts and diversions.
Responding to the disasters of flood and drought
that marked the early 1860s, the Bascos began buying up land in the Central Valley from beleaguered
ranchers (who had lost all their possessions). Soon
the Altube and Garat families had two new ranches
in the San Joaquin Valley; at the same time Pedro
Altube and his new partner, Louis Peres, had purchased property in Merced County—perhaps investing in the Rancho Centinela, where they had staged
their cattle-driving forays in the 1850s. Basque
sheep ranchers are said to have built a second adobe
at Centinela at this time—this one a two-story affair suggestive of a family home. Arambide meanwhile continued to purchase butcher shops in Calaveras County, buying up a two-thirds interest in a
successful establishment in the adjacent towns of

Angels and Altaville, which he sold to his partner
in less than one year.
This was a time of great change on the land
grant and in the Central Valley—another place that
they called home—and the Bascos were already
seeking alternatives. With Simon Blum beginning
his courtroom campaign to wrest the land grant from
rival claimants, it became clear that holding on to
the grant would require tremendous effort. Perhaps
lacking the reserves or resolve to fight Blum,
Arambide, Bernardo Altube, and Ohaco sold their
interests to a San Franciscan in October 1863, who,
just six months later, sold them to Pedro Altube and
Louis Peres, doing business as Louis Peres & Co.
Just what prompted the circuitous route of that transaction is not known.

The Bascos Regroup as Louis Peres & Co.
Pedro Altube’s stay in Santa Barbara County
had been particularly devastating, tragically marked
by the death of two of his young daughters. A sequence of flood and drought and plagues of grasshoppers and smallpox caused Altube to lose his livestock and property. By 1864 Pedro was back in San
Francisco in partnership with Louis Peres. It could
be that Pedro’s wife, Marie wished to be in a more
urban setting and near family while the children
were young.
In fact, by the time of the census in 1870, none
of the principals was living at Los Vaqueros. Instead, nearly all were living in the increasingly urban and sophisticated city of San Francisco—a
marked contrast to the plains and hills of Contra
Costa. The census was taken in August that year,
an unpleasant time to be on the Vasco. The Bascos
did spend part of that year on the ranch, when they
moved stock from their ranches in Fresno County
to Los Vaqueros for fattening and then to San Francisco for slaughter.44

A Cattle Kingdom in Nevada
The Bascos’ move to the San Joaquin Valley
had put them in competition with Henry Miller.
Miller was the famous cattle baron of the Miller &
Lux Ranching and Meat Packing Company—the archetypal poor immigrant who made his fortune in
California. For a poor boy from Germany, who had
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“aspired to handle a butcher knife,” Henry had succeeded beyond anyone’s expectations. By the 1880s
he owned a vast portion of the state and beyond; in
fact, “it was commonly stated that Henry Miller
could travel from Idaho to Mexico by horse and
sleep on his own land every night.”45 Included in
his vast domain were the former ranches of Indart
at Centinela, Bernardo Altube at Mendota, and Jean
Garat at White’s Bridge.
Feeling crowded by the changes in California,
the Altube brothers, and eventually the Arambide
and Garat families, moved their cattle enterprises
to Nevada where the landlocked, more arid conditions discouraged the kind of growth that was occurring along the coast. In 1871 Bernardo and Pedro
Altube sold most of their California holdings, purchased 3,000 head of cattle in Mexico, and drove
them to eastern Nevada where they settled. The
Altubes created a thriving “cattle kingdom” on their
Spanish Ranch in Independence Valley above Elko.46
Pedro continued in partnership with Louis Peres,
owning the Vasco grant as well as a wholesale cattlebutchering business in San Francisco.
The Nevada property was conveniently located
near the newly completed railroad, so that cattle
could be shipped by train to San Francisco for
slaughter at Peres’s shop. The settlement nearest the

ranch was Tuscarora, in 1871 a small town with a
four-room adobe fort for protection. Within a year,
Tuscarora had become a major boom town, as the
news of the discovery of gold and silver spread. The
Altubes bought lots in town as well and built butcher
shops featuring the meat from stock raised at the
Spanish Ranch. Once again, the unbeatable combination of cattle and gold strikes worked for the
Altube brothers.
The Altubes continued to purchase grazing land,
in partnership with Louis Peres, in the vicinity.
When a drought in 1874 forced many small ranchers out of business, the Altubes followed the example of their California nemesis, Henry Miller, and
purchased these properties “for a song.” They made
their headquarters at a distressed ranch they bought
out and hired Shoshone Indians to build their bunkhouse and corrals, meanwhile adding to their cattle
herds. Never missing an opportunity, the Altubes
even had their workers gather sagebrush to sell to
the miners as fuel to run their machinery.
With the $70,000 mortgage that Peres & Co.
took out on Los Vaqueros in 1877, the Bascos continued expanding the Spanish Ranch, until it covered about one-third of Independence Valley. Peres
provided much of the capital to buy land. The
Altubes also followed standard ranching practices

Spanish Ranch, Nevada. Bernardo Altube is standing in front of the bunkhouse at Spanish Ranch (left); cattle
roam the wide-open spaces afforded by the Nevada landscape in front of the buildings at Spanish Ranch (right).
(Photographs donated to the Basque Studies Program, University of Nevada, Reno, by Alba Altube; reproduced
courtesy Edna Patterson.)
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and had friends and family acquire small parcels of
public land from the General Land Office as homesteads or cash entries, and then sign the title over to
them.
Louis Peres and Pedro Altube dissolved their
partnership in April 1880. Peres received Los Vaqueros and responsibility for its $70,000 mortgage
in exchange for 18,000 acres that Peres owned in
Nevada and the P-Bench brand, which became the
principal iron of the Altube operation. When the
mortgage fell due shortly thereafter, Peres must have
realized that he had made a mistake. By the time of
Pedro Altube’s death in 1905, the family owned
73,656.01 acres of land; their property covered an
average of 5 to 10 miles in width and approximately
35 miles in length—a substantial spread even in
Nevada. When Peres died in 1898, he owned a
modest house in Oakland.

Two Men Find Success
Historical documents tell us little about the everyday lives of the Altubes and their partners and
employees while at the Vasco Adobe; some aspects
of their lifestyle, however, were likely similar to
the life they later led in Nevada. From the late spring
through the first snow in the fall, the men in the
Altube family stayed near the Spanish Ranch. Unlike at the Vasco, there was no ranch house on the
property because, until 1898, no family members
lived there year round. When the brothers came to
town, they rented a room in Tuscarora and rode out
to the ranch when they wanted. Both men brought
their families out for a few weeks each year.
Both Altube families believed in the importance
of a good education. When they moved to San Fran-

cisco in the 1860s, Pedro hired a tutor so that his
wife, Maria, could become fluent in English, both
spoken and written. Pedro learned to speak English,
but never to read or write. To compensate, he hired
a man to read to him every evening from books ranging from history and the classics to current events.
The Altube daughters attended the French School
in San Francisco and became both accomplished
musicians and well-educated young ladies. The children of Bernardo Altube also attended institutions
noted for their academic excellence and became
renowned musicians.
These civil traits are all the more engaging when
upheld by a man as raw cut as the elder Altube.
Pedro was an imposing figure at six feet eight inches
tall. He had a reputation for a quick temper as well
as a fine sense of camaraderie. With a bottle of
whiskey in his pocket, few could refuse his standard greeting, “Hey, son-of-a-bitch, my friend, take
a drink with me.”47 The Altube daughters rode as
well as the best vaqueros, and the entire family participated in the yearly round-up. Evening poker
games at the ranch attracted all comers; one daughter eventually opened a gambling casino and won
back the ranch hands’ earnings.
The family of Pedro Altube moved into a mansion in San Francisco’s Pacific Heights at 2821
Jackson Street in 1901; the house had four stories
and 21 rooms. By 1894 Bernardo had accomplished
one of his dreams and owned a Basque hotel at 344
Jones Street in San Francisco, the Hotel Bernard.
His family had recently moved to an imposing twostory residence at 813 Van Ness. The enterprising
brothers had been tremendously successful.
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A LIFE-HISTORY OF THE VASCO ADOBE
It seems that the Bascos chose the perfect place
to build their ranch headquarters, the mud-brick
building that would become known as the Vasco
Adobe. Nestled in a deep meander of Kellogg Creek,
midway along the broad valley floor, the house is at
the foot of a low hill that is easy to climb but that
affords a magnificent view of the Los Vaqueros land
grant. Close at hand was a plentiful supply of water, modest protection from the wind, a broad view
of the valley (and anyone who might be approaching), and hours and hours of warming sunlight every day.
The simple adobe that the Bascos built in the
Kellogg Creek Valley survived for half a century
and served many households in its lifetime. When
the four partners—Arambide, Ohaco, Garat, and
Bernardo Altube—built the house in 1857 or so,

they probably never intended to occupy it yearround. It had to serve double duty as housing for
the rancho’s vaqueros as well as a decent home for
the partners and their families when they were at
the ranch overseeing business. Later, when the
Bascos packed up and left California for the wideopen spaces of Nevada, the Adobe became, at least
temporarily, a full-time home for an erstwhile citydweller (Louis Peres) and his family. Later still, the
Adobe was used as a headquarters for tenant farmers, and when the farmers moved into a modern
wood-frame house, the Adobe was relegated to farm
laborers once again. Finally, when it became hopelessly out-dated and thoroughly unfit for human
habitation, the Adobe was abandoned and left to
melt back into the unformed clay from which it
came.48

Archaeological Remains of the Vasco Adobe. This is what was left of the Vasco Adobe in 1994, when it was
excavated by archaeologists. Note the two rooms defined by narrow stone foundations, the semi-circular fireplace
and attached bread oven at the right, and the formal sandstone pavement in the foreground.
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Tradition and Innovation:
The Bascos Build a Spanish Adobe
Bernardo Altube and his partners hailed from
a venerable tradition of Basque building in the
Pyrenees, while at least some of them had also spent
several years in Argentina where they lived among
the Spanish colonists and their distinctive New
World architecture. The adobe that the Bascos built
at Los Vaqueros was an amalgam of their experiences and the traditions their families passed on to
them. When they were planning and constructing
their ranch headquarters at Los Vaqueros, mud-brick
(or adobe) construction was already a thing of the
past for most Californians. Building with adobe was
a Spanish tradition, and by the late 1850s, most new
houses were built of wood harvested from the redwood and fir groves lining the California coast, in
styles brought from New England by the new American immigrants.49 But the Basques chose adobe as
their building material, probably because they identified more with California’s Spanish settlers than
the new crop of Americans. Moreover, they incorporated into their building elements unknown to the
Spanish that were probably influenced by ancient
traditions rooted in their Basque heritage but could
also have been innovations inspired by a fresh landscape.
In the best Spanish adobe tradition, the Vasco
Adobe was a long, low building. It had just two
rooms; the main room measured 18 feet wide and
was twice as long, while the smaller room—probably a kitchen—was about 10 feet square. Unlike
most Spanish adobes, though, a huge fireplace with
a semi-circular chimney formed one whole side of
the kitchen.50 The chimney, which was 10 feet in
diameter, was skillfully constructed of interlaced
slabs of stone and rose an impressive two stories to
end somewhat above the gable roof end. Inside, the
fireplace had no hearth, and was therefore more akin
to a firepit; a small stone hearth for cooking was,
instead, set into the kitchen’s dirt floor adjacent to
the firepit. In traditional Basque style, the pit provided a perfect nest for hot coals used in cooking.
In addition, there was ample room for large, smokey
fires that could be used to cure meat hung in the
enormous chimney.

Just outside the kitchen, attached to the back of
the fireplace, the Bascos built a large bread oven.
This again followed the Spanish tradition, but the
Bascos chose materials they could obtain close at
hand. For the hearth and dome of the oven, they
used oversized fired adobe-style bricks made from
the clayey soil underfoot. (Perhaps Bernardo had
learned the skill from his brother, Felix, who had
been a successful brickmaker in Argentina.) The
sandstone blocks used for the oven’s foundation
came from outcrops in the nearby hills, and the porous soil used to fill the foundation came from the
banks of Kellogg Creek.
The Adobe house was set on a minimal stone
foundation and stood one-and-a-half stories high,
with a peaked roof and a deep overhanging eave
supported by posts. The Bascos were resourceful
about using local building materials for their house
too: the clay for the adobe bricks was mined from a
deep hole just steps away from the house site, and
the stones they used in the foundation and for the
fireplace also came from the hillsides near the building site. The Bascos were likewise clever about seeing to their water needs. They had no well, but instead they dug a ditch that routed water from the
creek to the vicinity of the house, where it was probably collected in a tank or trough.

Renovation and Remodeling: Peres
Stakes his Claim
Throughout the 1870s, the function of the Vasco
Adobe probably didn’t change much, even though
the Basques had moved on. Louis Peres, still in partnership with Pedro Altube, continued the tradition
of intermittent occupation for a few years while his
primary residence was in the Bay Area. He took an
active role in running the farm and visited the property frequently. In June 1878 he even brought his
whole family out for the harvest. All of this changed
in 1880, when Peres seems to have uprooted his
family from the city and moved them wholesale to
the Vasco.51 Why he did this is a matter of speculation, but he had only just acquired Altube’s interest
in the grant. With tens of thousands of dollars at
stake, Peres found that his title was immediately in
question because of the unfavorable verdict in the
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Blum v. Suñol case.52 He was probably trying to
secure his claim to the land by moving his family
there.
Peres’s household was not only large, but rather
varied, and certain changes were prerequisite to
moving into the Adobe. In addition to Peres and his
wealthy French wife, there were their two- and fiveyear-old daughters, a governess, Peres’s invalid
brother, a Chinese cook, and three farmhands. The
bread oven, which had probably already fallen into
disuse, was finally dismantled (at least partially),
and Peres had the ashy, muddy yard outside the
Adobe’s kitchen paved with flat slabs of local sandstone. The antiquated open hearth in the kitchen was
also abandoned, and a fender was added across the
front of the enormous fireplace. The fender not only
formally separated the fireplace from the rest of the
room, it also helped keep the toddler from falling
into the hot coals. Peres used bricks from the abandoned bread oven to construct the fender—they were
not only readily available, but were soft red and
suitably rustic. The kitchen was further improved

upon around this time with the addition of a newly
laid packed earth floor that was eventually covered
with wooden planks.
Peres’s efforts were for naught because in May
1881, within a year of acquiring full title to the land,
he lost his property to Charles McLaughlin. For
several years he must have held out hope of regaining control of the land, because he continued to live
on the grant on a rental basis. By the mid-1880s,
however, Peres was back in Oakland, and the Vasco
Adobe became the headquarters of a tenant ranch.
As such, its function as a family home did not change
much, except that it was not owner-occupied.
McLaughlin or his estate did invest in some capital
improvements to the Adobe, however, probably in
the hope of avoiding the greater expense of building an entirely new house.
The focus of improvement was on water-procurement facilities. The new landowners bored a
well, erected a windmill, and built a platform on
which to elevate a tank of water. The windmill supplied the elevated tank with a reservoir of water,

Vasco Adobe, ca. 1908. The Adobe was photographed from the west in the first decade of the 20th century. Note the
tall stone chimney, which corresponds to the semi-circular fireplace feature identified by archaeologists at the west
end of the building. (Courtesy Franklyn Silva.)
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from which cast-iron pipe was laid to the kitchen of
the Adobe, providing a gravity-fed flow aided by a
hand pump at the kitchen sink.53 Improvement continued into the 1890s, when a formal stone-and-brick
platform was added under the water tank, shortly
before the Adobe was abandoned.

Obsolescence: The Adobe is Retired
Despite improvements to the Adobe building
and yard, the addition of a reliable water source,
and the plumbing of the kitchen, the Vasco Adobe
was finally abandoned as the farm headquarters in
the 1890s. The more than 30-year-old building must
have seemed inadequate for family living; its dank
interior could hardly have improved with age, and
the enormous fireplace that heated the building undoubtedly consumed large amounts of wood, a resource that had become more and more scare as the
19th century came to a close. At the same time, the
status of Los Vaqueros land as rental property had
become solidified under the ownership of
McLaughlin’s heirs. Improvements to housing facilities were probably necessary to attract and maintain tenants, and to maximize returns on the property. And so, the Adobe was replaced by a woodframe farmhouse in the field to the east, although
the occupants of the new farmhouse continued to
use the old water tank on its new platform adjacent
to the well.
In the meantime, the function of the Adobe
changed yet again. It continued to stand for a number of years; a photograph was taken of it around

1908. It was probably used to house farm laborers,
even though the water pipe to the kitchen had been
capped. But by 1910 or so, when its adobe walls
began to disintegrate and its tall stone chimney
started to crumble, the abandoned house became a
sporting-ground for hunters and recreational drinkers. At least twice after the Adobe was abandoned,
it was inundated with flood waters from Kellogg
Creek. At one point someone salvaged some of its
fired adobe brick fragments and the stones of its
fireside hearth and built an informal wall (a hunting blind, perhaps). Livestock was allowed to roam
through its remains, stomping stray artifacts into
the muddy floors and yard. Posts were added here
and there, aligned with fences for which few traces
remain. The last fence—which still exists—isolated
the east end of the structure in a field that was put
under plow, and all evidence of the Adobe’s foundation was obliterated there. This last event probably did not happen until Oscar Starr owned the
property in the 1930s and the wood-frame farmhouse was abandoned as well.
By the 1940s the Vasco Adobe was no more
than a distant memory and a barely discernible
mound of earth:
The ruins are now a grass covered mound the
highest point of which is about 30 inches above
the surrounding ground. . . . The highest part
of the ruins shows a wall made of mud with
stones imbedded; no adobe brick as such were
found. Nothing is known as to the use of the
building; it is assumed to have been a dwelling used by vaqueros.54
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A GOOD LOAF OF BREAD
When the Bascos built their adobe house along
the banks of Kellogg Creek, they equipped it with
an outdoor oven for baking bread. Times were flush,
they were successful entrepreneurs in the cattle business, and they could afford to buy the wheat from
which they would make their bread. This they chose
over the humble, corn-based talo and arto of their
homeland, neither of which required a free-standing oven. Perhaps their years in Argentina among
the Spanish colonists and their ever-present hornos
(ovens) had accustomed them to the luxury of wheat
bread.55 Besides, the nine adults and two children
that lived at the Adobe in 1860 had to be provided
for, and their French cook was probably well acquainted with the use of a bread oven.
The oven the Bascos built was large and Dshaped, spanning the breadth of a man’s outstretched
arms. They built it onto the back of their new adobe
house, just a few steps outside the kitchen door. For
the oven’s foundation, the Basques quarried and
shaped sandstone from natural outcrops in the surrounding hills. They laid the stones directly on the
native ground, stacked them a foot-and-a-half high,
and filled the enclosed space with shale and soil
they mined from the nearby banks of Kellogg Creek.
On top of this dirt they laid fired adobe bricks for a
hearth and covered the whole thing with a dome

constructed from the same material. These bricks
were molded by hand from clay dug out of a pit a
few steps away from the oven and mixed with straw
from the grasses on the valley floor. They were made
large—almost three-quarters of a foot wide and
twice again as long—and were pressed into wooden
molds to dry in the sun before being fired.
At the Vasco Adobe the preparation of bread
may have been a weekly event. In Basque country
today, farm-wives use a hearty recipe low in water
and leavening that makes for a long-lasting bread.
During the weekly bread-baking sessions, the oven
would have been filled with wood that was allowed
to burn until the brick hearth and dome had absorbed
the heat of the fire and become uniformly white.
One test for oven readiness was see how long you
could hold your fist inside; each person knew what
their limit was when the oven was ready. When the

Bread Ovens. The archaeological remains of the Vasco Adobe’s oven (left) are missing the dome, but retain evidence
of the fired-adobe brick hearth that once formed the baking surface. When active, the oven may have resembled the
one shown here (right); note the large stone foundation, the domed roof, and the wooden shed protecting the oven
from weather. (Active oven reproduced from Boily and Blanchette 1979, p. 77.)
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proper temperature had been achieved, the fire was
scraped out, and the prepared loaves were inserted.
Baking time was about an hour-and-a-half.
The luxury of fresh wheat bread lasted at the
Basque adobe for only a few years. By the late
1860s, the brick dome had been dismantled and discarded in the open pit from which the adobe clay
had been mined just a decade before. After the death

of one of the Basco’s infant daughters at the ranch,
the landowners and their wives spent more and more
time in the city, eventually abandoning the ranch to
their vaqueros. Perhaps there was no one left who
knew how to use the oven, or no one who cared to.
Soon, the yard in front of the oven was paved over,
and the last ashy remains of the oven’s fires were
covered over for good.

