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ELEGANT DINING ON CALIFORNIA’S CATTLE FRONTIER
The decade of the 1860s was somewhat of a
financial and emotional roller-coaster ride for the
Basque partners who invested in Los Vaqueros, but
mealtimes, at least, were sumptuous and elegant
when the ranchers were in residence at the Vasco
Adobe. It probably started when Bernardo Altube
moved the woman he had fallen in love with in San
Francisco, the woman he married in 1859, to the
Adobe. Marie could hardly be expected to let go of
all the trappings of civility she had grown accustomed to, even if she didn’t live at the Adobe yearround. And after all, the Adobe was the first home
base that Bernardo had officially owned in California, and he probably wanted to recreate something
of the homeyness the Bascos had established at their
Merced ranch, Rancho Centinela.
Besides, the Altubes were a family of some
standing, at least in Argentina where three of the
brothers had become part of the elite upper class.
Bernardo and Pedro, who left Argentina for California during the Gold Rush, understood the gentlemanly tradition of the Californios who lived lives
of elegance on the rough-and-tumble cattle frontier.
At census time in 1860, the Vasco Adobe was overwhelmingly a household of men. Marie was the only
adult female living there among eight grown males,
but—either in deference to her or on account of
her—meals were served in style. The household

included a young cook from France, probably hired
to prepare the kinds of food the Bascos knew best.56

Veal Piccata
The remote location of Los Vaqueros on the
edge of civilized California did not stop the Adobe’s
residents from enjoying the luxuries of city fare.57
Imported foodstuffs included fresh oysters and codfish (probably salted) from the California coast;
commercially butchered pork; bottled water; condiments such as mustard, pickled vegetables, and
capers; spices; olive oil; and wine, champagne, and
some hard liquor. As varied as their diet apparently
was, they were forced by their remoteness to rely
heavily on preserved foods. They kept their larder
well stocked with foods in tin cans and wooden barrels, the copious remains of which survived in their
trash pits. Fresh fruits and vegetables were probably harder to come by, even though there may have
been a small kitchen garden. A single peach pit and
a few grape seeds in the trash pit could have come
from cultivated plants, but they could also have been
brought in.
Although locally produced food was more limited in its variety—meat and bread, mostly—it was
certainly plentiful. Most of the meat eaten at the
Adobe was raised, harvested, and butchered—or
hunted—on site. In addition to the ubiquitous beef,

Bottles from the Vasco Adobe Excavations. Food and medicine containers (left) and liquor bottles (right) from
refuse pits at the Vasco Adobe. From left to right, the bottles probably contained mineral water, medicine, ground
spices, capers, ground spices, olive oil (two bottles on the right), cordial, ale or porter, champagne, and wine.
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residents were treated to mutton, pork, chicken, rabbit, and fish. Of these, it appears that only the fish
and pork were brought in from elsewhere.
The evidence of the cow bones reveals some
interesting details about how beef was served at the
Adobe.58 The animals were slaughtered at a very
young age—more than half were less than two years
old—which made for meat that was very tender,
but not necessarily very tasty. But where the meat
might have been bland, spices and condiments provided the flavor (veal piccata, perhaps?). The carcasses were crudely butchered with axes or cleav-
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Butchered Cow Bone. Also from the refuse pits at the
Vasco Adobe, this cow front leg bone was cut with an
axe or cleaver. There are also knife marks that indicate
the meat was stripped from the bone, probably to make
sausages. (Drawing by A. Richard Wolter.)

ers, and were subdivided so that the meat could be
removed from the bone. Numerous knife scores on
the bones suggested that they were scoured for meat,
perhaps to be used in sausages. The sausages and
boneless cuts of meat were probably smoked in the
huge fireplace in the Adobe’s kitchen. Overall, this
style of butchering was much more common among
the Hispanic Californios than the Yankee newcomers.

Not Quite a Matched Set
No miners’ tinware or Old World pottery and
wineskins for this crowd: the Vasco Adobe table
was set with china at the height of style, most of
which had been manufactured in far-away England.
New tableware was brought to the ranch throughout the 1860s. Almost all of it was plain white earthenware molded with subtle designs popular at the
time. Patterns ranged from simple, straight-line rim
ridges, to full-plate scalloping, the lily-of-the-valley motif, and even a three-dimensional cameo. Few
of the pieces matched precisely, but they were all
similar enough that they would have looked sophisticated on any table.
The Adobe cupboard was stocked with a wide
variety of vessel forms, including dinner plates, soup
plates, saucers, cups, tureens, and platters. Not to
mention the glass tumblers and wood-handled cutlery. The household had at least three ceramic slop
bowls, which raises some interesting questions.
These vessels are tall and straight-sided; too large
to be cups and too narrow to be regular bowls, they
served the rather narrow function of containing used
tea leaves. Slop bowls were commonly included in
large, matched sets of china, but the styles at the
Vasco Adobe are all different and do not particularly match any of the other dishes. They were probably unwanted odds and ends from sets of china the
Basco partners and their families maintained at their
city homes. In fact, most of the china at the Vasco
Adobe was probably cast off or remaindered from
sets maintained elsewhere. That would explain all
the different designs.

Dinnertime, May 29, 1860: A Fantasy
With all the information that has been gathered
from historical documents and archaeological ex-
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Not to Scale

Molded Ceramic Patterns. Slop bowls (left) and plates (right)excavated from refuse pits at the Vasco Adobe were
decorated in various molded designs, few of which matched. (Plate rims reproduced from Wetherbee 1980; slop
bowls drawn by Nina Ilic.)

cavation, it is possible to imagine a particular midday dinner at the Adobe, say, in the late spring of
1860. The long trestle table is set up in the main
room of the house; nine place-settings of white china
have been carefully arranged on it. The bright, cheerful china offsets the dingy, smoke-stained walls, and
from the other side of the room the place settings
appear to match, making the table look elegant. The

normally chilly room is warm from the glowing
coals in the kitchen’s huge fireplace and the sun
that is high in the sky and beating down on the exposed roof.
The men have all gathered after their morning
chores, anticipating a nice meal followed by their
afternoon siesta. Marie Altube and young Catherine
Ohaco have spent the morning watering their kitchen
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garden and sweeping up around the bread oven after yesterday’s firing. While Catherine helped
Mariano, the French cook, with the big meal, Marie
sewed buttons back on shirt cuffs and watched baby
Gracieuse to make sure she did not venture too near
the huge firepit. Catherine took special pleasure in
setting the table with the pretty white china Marie
had culled from the fancy sets she kept in San Francisco. The house still smelled sweet from the freshbaked loaves of bread made yesterday.
Mariano had been busy all morning preparing
the meal. It was a special day because Bernardo’s
brother Pedro had come from his home near Palo
Alto the night before for a short visit. He brought
with him a barrel of succulent oysters, and a fresh
supply of olive oil and wine. His wife had sent along
another one of those useless bowls; Mariano would
give it to Catherine to fill with the pebbles she loved
to collect.
The menu today included, as always, beef;
Mariano wanted to use up some fresh cuts he had
saved out from last week’s butchering and smoking. Since the meat was getting a little ripe he decided to smother it with capers and lots of that hot
pepper that came in the pretty little bottles. Then,
of course, there were the oysters Pedro brought,
canned vegetables that he would fix up with olive
oil, fresh bread from yesterday, and tinned fruit for
later. As always, there would be lots of wine. Too
bad they were out of pickled cucumbers, but Pedro
would be coming back again soon, and Mariano
would be sure to put in an order.
With Pedro in residence, talk that spring day
inevitably turned to business; the partners had a lot
to discuss. Bernardo had recently purchased a ranch
in the foothills of the Sierra Nevada with his
housemate Juan Baptiste Arambide. They had heard
about the land from their old friend and former partner Juan Indart, and decided it would be a good in-

vestment. The year before, their herds had gotten
too big—4,500 head at Los Vaqueros. They had
needed more range land, particularly since the
rancho wasn’t fenced and they had to share the range
with Lorenzo Suñol, with whom tensions were
mounting. When they decided to buy the Calaveras
property they were flush, with assets at Los Vaqueros alone worth more than $50,000. Now they were
keeping just 1,300 head of cattle here, and they had
to decide how to maximize their profits. One idea
was to get into the butchering business so they could
have more control over their market; the Suñols were
doing it in Calaveritas, so why shouldn’t the Bascos?
Juan Arambide agreed to talk to Indart to see if
something suitable might be found in the foothills.
Pedro brought unsettling news: Simon Blum, a
savvy entrepreneur with successful investments all
around the San Francisco Bay, was beginning to
purchase interests in Los Vaqueros. This could only
mean trouble for the Bascos since, between themselves and the Suñols, they considered that all of
the rancho was already owned. Speculation
abounded, but they all finally decided that there was
nothing they could do; at least they had other irons
in the fire and friends all over the state who might
help them out.
Dinner over and business settled, the men lit
up their clay pipes, sipped the remainder of the wine,
and eventually wandered off to their bunks. Marie,
Catherine, and Mariano began to clear the table and
wash the dishes. Catherine was already tired, but
today was wash day, so her work wasn’t done yet.
She longed to run down to the creek and look for
pretty pebbles. Oh well, at least she could gossip
with Marie in their native Basque while they leaned
over the hot pot; maybe Marie would tell her again
about how Uncle Carlos Garat had cut off the tails
of all those horses and threatened that mean Señor
Suñol with his facon. . . .
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THE RIVALS, PART I:
LOUIS PERES, A FIGHTER TO THE END
Louis Peres once claimed almost 95 percent of
Rancho Cañada de los Vaqueros. After fighting for
more than 30 years to keep it and dissipating most
of his resources in litigation, he lost all claim to the
Vasco. Why? Was it due to ignorance and greed?
Or was it his refusal to settle with his long-term
rival when it would have made economic sense to
do so? Or perhaps he was betrayed by those he
trusted most and was an innocent victim of an unscrupulous land speculator? Or did he get what he
deserved? Was he a crafty businessman who could
not be trusted? Was he a bigamist who tried to cheat
his first wife by transferring property to another?
Some of the intriguing questions about this colorful pioneer will probably never be answered. But
old records, oral history, and archaeological remains
provide a glimpse into his eventful life and some
clues as to his character.

Peres & Company
Louis Peres was born in France and came to
San Francisco around 1860 when he was 35 years
old.59 He set himself up as a pawnbroker and shortly
thereafter married Maria Antonia, a 33-year-old
Mexican Californian. Peres was a shrewd businessman, and within a couple years he had joined Pedro
Altube, a Basque, in the wholesale cattle-butchering business. Peres probably supplied the capital
and Altube the knowledge of cattle ranching. They
had a slaughterhouse in San Francisco and ran cattle
on land that they purchased together in California
and Nevada. By 1870 Peres’s San Francisco household had expanded to include his wife, Antonia; their
young daughter, Louisa; a 23-year-old woman from
Mexico; and a 14-year-old Chinese servant.
Over the years, acting as “L. Peres & Co.,” Peres
and Altube gradually bought up various interests in
the Vasco. Peres and Altube knew that title to the grant
was in dispute because Simon Blum, who would become Peres’s arch rival, had already filed a lawsuit
claiming much of the rancho. The partners knew the
risk—one of the deeds had the purchase price of the
property contingent upon the outcome of the lawsuit—
yet they continued to invest.

Not only did Peres and his partner have to fight
Blum’s claim, they had to fight the Suñol brothers
who also claimed part of the rancho and had been
there since the 1850s. When one brother died, Peres
& Co. went to court to get the surviving brother
removed from the property.60 Peres and his partner
only spent part of the year on the Vasco. They moved
stock from their ranches in the San Jose valley to
the Vasco for fattening before taking them to San
Francisco to be slaughtered.
Peres had to be vigilant to protect his property.
To establish his claim, Blum had encouraged local
ranchers to take advantage of “his” range on the
Vasco should their stock be in need. Peres was not
one to be crossed. According to one local
stockraiser: “Knowing the circumstances, those
vaqueros, you know, I never meddled with Mr.
Peres’ grant, as I didn’t want to run my neck into a
noose and have my stock killed.”61
During this period, the partners’ San Francisco
business was not without its problems. Peres & Co.’s
slaughterhouse, which was located in
“Butchertown” within the city limits, was forced to
move outside the city to a new Butcher’s Grant.
Unfortunately, the new location was actually underwater, and butchers had to spend considerable
sums to make the area serviceable.62

Private Life
In the early 1870s, Peres made several changes
to both his personal and professional life. He seems
to have married Palmyre Levy, a wealthy French
woman. She is listed as his wife on a deed in 1875
that gave her property at Market and Fourteenth
streets in Oakland, as well as on the 1880 census.
Peres was very likely a bigamist—if, that is, he had
married Palmyre before the birth of their first child
in 1874. In any event, Maria Antonia Peres was
still very much alive in 1874 and presumably upset
that her husband was living with a woman 10 years
her junior, and giving away real estate. She filed
for a divorce, which was still pending in July 1876.
She subsequently received an $8,000 settlement,
which would have been a substantial amount in those
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days. She was comfortable enough to have luxuries
such as elegant calling cards.63
Peres moved his primary residence to Oakland,
where he lived with Palmyre at 914 Fourteenth
Street in a large one-story residence with bay win-

In 1880 Peres generously gave the Bordes family a
ranch located on the Vasco as a wedding gift, but
the deed was never recorded. Peres also undertook
a building campaign on the lands he was leasing.
He built houses and barns, and dug wells. Inside
the enormous barns he had stone floors laid, using
the same material he had put in his own yard.66

“Money Would Melt”

Maria Peres’s Calling Card. Mrs. Peres
probably left this calling card with Anne Barnes
when she visited her in Oakland in 1878.
(Courtesy Franklyn Silva.)

dows and a stable at the rear of the large yard. He
commuted to the slaughterhouse in San Francisco
and frequently visited the Vasco. Peres gradually
subdivided the land into smaller ranch complexes
that he leased for a share of the crops. It seems his
partner, Pedro Altube, was too busy getting started
in Nevada to take much interest in the management
of the California property. Peres & Co. took out a
$70,000 mortgage on the Vasco in 1877 to buy other
property and expand their Nevada ranch, the Spanish Ranch.64
By 1880 Louis and Palmyre, their two young
daughters, the girls’ governess, Louis’s invalid
brother, three French farm laborers, and a Chinese
cook lived in the Adobe on the Vasco. Financially,
Peres was quite comfortable. His 600 improved
acres on the Vasco were valued at $15,000, his tools
and livestock at more than $3,000, and the value of
his farm products for one year was $4,000.
With assets aplenty and a new, young wife to
make comfortable, Peres renovated the Adobe
house. He paved the muddy yard, partially dismantled the old outdoor bread oven, did away with
the old-fashioned cooking hearth, and resurfaced the
kitchen floor.65 By this time, the land grant had been
divided into at least five rented parcels, one of which
was headed by Sylvain Bordes, who had been working as Peres’s ranch foreman since the mid-1870s.

In 1880 Louis Peres and Pedro Altube dissolved
their partnership. Altube took 18,000 acres of the
company’s land in Nevada, while Peres received
the approximately 95 percent interest in the Vasco
that the partners claimed, along with responsibility
for the mortgages. Why Peres, an apparently savvy
businessman, made such a risky and costly exchange
with his partner is a mystery. Only the year before,
a judge ruled for Simon Blum in the case of Blum v.
Suñol et al., a major setback for Peres and Altube,
who had underestimated their opponent. They immediately filed a motion for a new trail and prepared for a long fight. Not only was the Vasco tied
up in expensive litigation, the $70,000 mortgage
had to be paid in full in less than a year after Peres
and Altube exchanged property. Peres would also
have to pay another $10,000 mortgage on the Vasco;
he also promised to pay Altube $5,000 if he won
the lawsuit.
So, Peres had placed himself in the situation of
having to quickly pay off a large sum of money and
fight a mammoth lawsuit. He could not raise money
to pursue the legal case because it was already encumbered, so he mortgaged the crops growing on
the Vasco.
In the spring of 1881, the $70,000 mortgage
fell due. If Peres expected some leniency from
mortgager Pierre Dupuy, a former employee, he was
disappointed when Dupuy pressed his claim; he was
distraught and felt betrayed when Dupuy actually
joined forces with Simon Blum. Dupuy did not trust
Peres, who had allegedly threatened to settle with
Blum himself and leave Dupuy with what was left.
So Dupuy began foreclosure proceedings against
Peres, and the other mortgage holder filed a crosscomplaint to protect her mortgage of $10,000. Peres,
in desperate financial straits—“money in my hands
would melt and disappear”—approached wealthy
San Franciscan Charles McLaughlin for a loan.
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Louis Peres at the Vasco Adobe. A button engraved with a Star of David (left) was probably left behind by a
member of Peres’s household, the only Jewish family known to have lived at the Adobe. Peres’s improvements to
the Adobe included this formal stone pavement (right). (Button drawing by Nelson S. Thompson.)

Blum had once reportedly offered to settle the
case for as little as $10,000. For whatever reason,
Peres had continued to fight even though the years
of litigation were both costly and risky. Since Blum
and Peres were both Jews, it might have been expected that they, like other individuals associated
with the Vasco, would have formed cooperative alliances with members of their own ethnic group.
Instead Blum and Peres had become fierce rivals.
Although the root of this rivalry will probably never
be known with certainty, it may be that this very
ethnic link was, in fact, part of the cause. Blum was
most likely an Ashkanazi Jew, whose cultural roots
were in Eastern Europe, while Peres was a
Sephardic, Jew with cultural ties to North Africa.
These two groups were as culturally distinct as any
other populations of southern and eastern Europeans and, like every culture, each maintained unflattering ethnic stereotypes about the other. So, rather
than setting the stage for cooperation, the two men’s
common religion may have contributed to their
mutual dislike.67
Because Peres had failed to settle with Blum
when he had the chance, disaster loomed. When
faced with a threatened foreclosure, Peres transferred the entire grant to Charles McLaughlin in
1881. According to Peres, the agreement was that
McLaughlin would pursue the legal case and that
Peres might redeem the property from the mortgage
if McLaughlin won. But the deed, as written, conveyed the property without restrictions rather than
as security for a loan. Peres’s former attorney later

testified that he believed that Peres had sold the
property. It should be noted that after Peres transferred the property to McLaughlin, Peres’ attorney
became McLaughlin’s attorney and received a share
of the Vasco when the case was settled with Blum
in 1889.

The Old Frenchman
Peres had remained a tenant for a short time
after he transferred his interests in the land grant to
McLaughlin. In an agreement with McLaughlin,
Peres moved off the grant and—in exchange for
fencing a piece of land—kept livestock on it. Peres
went into a partnership with Charles Peers, a butcher
in Byron. The partnership ended in 1884 on a sour
note. Peers testified later that Peres “did misrepresent things to me considerable . . . we went in together. I was out in the business about $600 and my
whole time’s work besides, so that my experience
with Mr. Peres was not agreeable financially.”68
During this period, Peres apparently split his
time between the Vasco and various Oakland addresses, including the Hartmann House at 462 Ninth
Street and the Windsor House at Ninth and Washington, both within walking distance of Palmyre
Peres at 914 Fourteenth Street. After ending his
partnership with Peers, Peres became the proprietor of the Bay City Market, and resided with his
family at 914 Fourteenth Street.
By 1889 when the Blum v. Suñol et al. case
was finally settled, Charles McLaughlin had been
dead more than five years. Peres had requested of
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Mrs. McLaughlin that she acknowledge her late
husband’s wishes to be generous with him if the
case Blum v. Suñol et al. ended favorably. Mrs.
McLaughlin refused and pointed out that Peres owed
the estate $2,100 that she would like to collect. Peres
had to transfer property to pay off his debt. Rebuffed
by McLaughlin’s widow, Peres then filed his complaint against McLaughlin’s estate, claiming that
he had not sold the rancho, but offered it as collateral for a loan so that McLaughlin could pursue the
case of Blum v. Suñol et al. Another long lawsuit at
great cost to the participants with many witnesses,
appeals, and contradictory testimony ensued.
Mr. Peres, now referred to as “the old Frenchman,” had not borne up well to his adversity. He
was too weak to continue his court testimony in
1890,69 “I can hardly breath” he said. “Give me a
little water, please. Hot like it is, it is very bad on
my side. My breath don’t come very well.” Peres’s
lack of familiarity with English and American law
became apparent during his testimony; he may well
have thought that the conveyance to McLaughlin
was only a loan. Interrupting the proceedings, the
Judge went on record, “it is manifest to us all that
he talks broken English. Perhaps his appreciation
of the distinction between counsel and attorney
might not be as accurate as it ought to be. He may
understand as badly as he talks. We might not get
the exact facts.” Peres was no match for the lawyers of McLaughlin & Company; he lost this case
in 1893 and, after a number of petitions for rehearings, Peres’s battle to keep his ranch was finally
lost in 1897, when the California Supreme Court
refused his motion for a new trial.
One year after losing his marathon legal battle,
at age 73, Louis Peres died. “At one time Peres was
quite wealthy” stated his obituary in the Oakland
Enquirer on May 25, 1898, “and he leaves considerable property.” Although Peres did not die poor,
he must have rued the day when he exchanged the
property with his former partner. By the time of
Pedro Altube’s death, his family owned over 73,000

acres; their huge estate was 5 to 10 miles in width
and 35 miles long—a substantial property even in
Nevada.70
Although Peres lost the biggest battle of his life
and most of his fortune, he was not forgotten: Palmyre
placed a large monument at her husband’s grave in
the Jewish section of Oakland’s Mountain View Cemetery. One can still visit the Peres family plot, where
the graves of several of their relatives cluster around
the monument that is dedicated in both English and
Hebrew to the memory of the family.

Peres Plot, Mountain View Cemetery, Oakland. The
focal point of the Peres family burial plot is a tall stone
obelisk engraved on three sides. The front is dedicated
to Louis himself, while the left side is carved in the
memory of his wife Palmyre. The right side is dedicated
to Louis’s sister-in-law and includes text in both English
and Hebrew.
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THE RIVALS, PART II:
SIMON BLUM, LITIGANT EXTRAODINARE WHO KNEW WHEN TO QUIT
Simon Blum, the nemesis of Louis Peres and
before him, the Bascos, never lived on the Vasco.
Yet through land speculation and litigation he
changed its destiny. Like Peres’s bid for the land,
Blum’s 27-year battle to take over the rancho was
unsuccessful and costly. Also like Peres he was a
colorful character. Was he the Horatio Alger of his
public persona—who went from rags to riches
through hard work? Or was he underhanded and
conniving—a man who would win at any price and
cheat a widow if he had the chance?
Like Peres, Simon Blum was Jewish and born
in France. Blum came to New York City in 1850 at
age 16 and worked in a store. Within three years he
had already reached California and traveled
throughout Alameda and Contra Costa counties as
an itinerant peddler, selling wares from a pack on
his back. In 1854 Blum bought a shop in Martinez.
Although his store burned to the ground in 1856
and he faced five years of flood and drought, Blum
continued to prosper, unlike his rivals the Bascos
and Suñols. By 1864 Simon and his brother Elias,
doing business as Simon Blum and Co., were assessed for $8,500 stock in trade, solvent debts, silverware and furniture, and owned valuable real estate in Martinez and the surrounding countryside.
Simon also had diamonds and jewelry worth $2,000.
In business with his brother and other partners,
Blum eventually had interests in stores in Susanville
and Buntingville; a grain and lumber business in
San Francisco with warehouses in Martinez, San
Pablo, Pacheco, Bay Point, Seal Bluff, Brentwood,
and Byron; and schooners Hermine Blum, Martinez,
and Melrose, which ran regularly from the
company’s landings to San Francisco. Blum was
ambitious and successful. Yet like Peres he had a
reversal of fortune; he reportedly lost a large part
of his wealth when James Fair and others attempted
to corner the wheat market. Unlike Peres, his home
life appears to have been uneventful. He and his
French wife, Leontine Alexandre, were married for
more than 50 years and had five children.71
Simon Blum had a passion for real estate and a
propensity for lawsuits. He was involved in dozens

Portrait of Simon Blum. This formal portrait
accompanied a biographical sketch of Blum in a history
of Contra Costa County published in 1882. Biographies
of local residents were included at the expense of the
subject, and didn’t necessarily reflect the county’s most
prominent citizens. (Reproduced from Slocum & Co.
1882.)

of real-estate transactions and dozens of lawsuits.
He began purchasing interests in Los Vaqueros in
1860. Within two years he claimed a half-interest
in the grant and had filed his first complaint against
the Bascos and Suñols, among others.
Blum undoubtedly knew the value of good
“PR”: he paid to have glowing biographical sketches
of himself published in county histories. In one, he
was grouped with those “heroic pioneers” who, “by
their subsequent career, have proven that they were
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equal to the great mission assigned them—that of
carrying the arts, institutions and real essence of
American civilization from their homes in a remote
country, and implanting them upon the shores of
another hemisphere.”72
All rhetoric aside, Blum played hardball when
it came to litigation. To advance his legal case
against the Bascos, he seems to have engaged in
witness-tampering and intimidation. Valentine
Amador testified that “Señor Blum told me that he
would be very much pleased to see me and the others on the island of San Quentin as liars.” A key
witness for Blum testified that Blum had promised
her a piece of land to live on with her children if he
won the suit.73
Nor was Blum always aboveboard in his realestate transactions. In 1865 the Contra Costa County
Grand Jury indicted him for fraud in connection with
the purchase of some town lots in Martinez. It appears that Martina Arilleames de Martinez agreed
to sell Blum five town lots in Martinez for $50 but
instead Blum prepared a deed that had her conveying all of her interest in the Rancho Pinole.74
Undoubtedly on account of his experience with

numerous lawsuits, Blum, unlike Peres, knew when
to cut his losses. After the judge ruled that the title
litigation for the Vasco be tried in San Francisco,
Blum settled the case for $8,500. Blum may have
wisely decided that McLaughlin & Company was a
much more formidable opponent than Peres could
have ever been. Blum undoubtedly lost money on
the deal, considering what he paid for the various
interests and the cost of decades of litigation. But
unlike Peres, he recouped something for his efforts.
Blum died in 1913. Like his rival Peres, he was
buried in a Jewish cemetery with an expensive monument paid for by his wife. In his will, Blum left all his
property to his “beloved wife Leontine” with “full
confidence that she will make ample provision out of
the estate bequeathed to her by this will for the welfare and benefit of our said beloved children.” His
assets at the time of his death were surprisingly small,
but, in death as in life, Blum may have been trying to
manipulate the system. He might have already deeded
his real property to his wife. His assets that went to
probate consisted of shares in various companies that
were originally valued at only $1,000, but a later accounting valued them at nearly ten times that amount.75
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OUTLAWS IN THE VASCO: THE LEGEND OF JOAQUIN MURIETA
A severed head preserved in one jar of alcohol;
a three-fingered hand displayed in another. Although
these seem like grisly details from some grade-B
Hollywood horror film, they are unfortunately real
incidents in the compelling saga of outlaw hero
Joaquin Murieta.
It is “common knowledge” that the notorious
bandit and his gang hid out in the Vasco Caves and
at Brushy Peak. Murieta was said to have left messages for his men in the pockets of the sandstone
walls. The Bordes family, local tenant ranchers and
always gracious hosts, is said to have fed Murieta
at their ranch. Sylvain Bordes reportedly remembered that when he was a teamster at the New
Almaden Quicksilver Mines, Joaquin Murieta came
by: “He was hell on Anglos but wouldn’t bother
the Latinos.” Black Hills ranchers harbored
Murieta, and Joseph Cardoza is said to have seen
him in Petaluma ride “up the street on his beautiful
black horse.”76
What is curious is that most of these incidents
occurred between 12 and 30 years after Joaquin
Murieta was supposedly killed in 1853. Why is it
that he was consistently reported in the Vasco well
into the late 19th century? To answer this question
it is necessary to decode the Joaquin Murieta legend—separating fact from literary fantasy—and
also to understand the volatile period in California
history that followed the discovery of gold in 1848.

can folk ideal of the outlaw hero. Thus Joaquin followed in the well-trodden footsteps of such illustrious outlaws as Robin Hood, Jesse James, and Railroad Bill.
Ridge’s well-known story is as follows. Joaquin
Murieta was a Sonoran man of excellent character,
“gracefully built and active as a tiger,” who came
north to California in 1850 during the Gold Rush.
Murieta turned outlaw, but was “driven to it by oppression and wrong” after American miners tied him
to a tree and whipped him, raped his young wife,
and hung his brother. Murieta vowed revenge, and
with his gang of desperadoes, including the vicious
Three-Fingered Jack, proceeded “to rob and kill at
a pace any flesh-and-blood bandit would have been
hard pressed to maintain.”77 True to the Robin Hood
legacy, however, Murieta also protected the virtue

The Romantic Bandit
Although Joaquin Murieta survives to this day
as California’s most romantic bandit, in fact the man
and the legend were largely fabricated by a journalist, John Rollin Ridge. Ridge published a 90page paperback, The Life and Adventures of
Joaquin Murieta, Celebrated Bandit in San Francisco in 1854. The book was immediately pirated,
serialized, republished in Spain, Mexico, South
America, and France, and rewritten numerous times
over the next 75 years in the form of dime novels,
newspaper series, and “biographies.” The legend
was brought to the silver screen in 1936 with Warner
Baxter as the dashing Joaquin. Although a literary
work, the story was definitely molded by the Ameri-

Joaquin Murieta, the Outlaw Hero. A romanticized
version of Murieta, wild-eyed, vengeful, and astride his
proud mount. Probably inspired more by the legend than
reality, this image was painted by Charles Christian Nahl
in the 1860s. (Reproduced courtesy Greg Martin
Collection, Wells Fargo Bank Historical Services.)
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of young women from his lecherous gang members
and rewarded humble men who aided and protected
him. Ultimately, Joaquin and Three-Fingered Jack
were hunted down by Harry Love, who cut off
Murieta’s head and the hand of his accomplice.
These gruesome relics he preserved in alcohol in
order to collect the substantial reward.
The legend of Joaquin Murieta is recounted to
this day in both the oral tradition and in historical
texts. The legend was assured safe passage when
the esteemed historian Hubert Howe Bancroft
uncritically republished the Joaquin story, with some
embellishment, in his History of California. Local
and regional histories continue to reprint the narrative as fact. The “real” story of Joaquin is, however, rather different.

The Real Joaquin
There was indeed a Joaquin Murieta. In fact
there were no less than five “Joaquins.”
The 1850s were a period of turmoil as the pastoral economy of pre-Gold Rush California gave
way to the industrial worldview of the invading
American miners. The Foreign Miner’s Tax Law of
1850 was discriminately applied towards Latino and
Chinese argonauts, and violence towards Mexicanos
(whether native-born Californios or newly arrived
Mexicans) was inordinately high. The whipping of
Mexican miners was a common occurrence, and
Ridge probably borrowed this element of his
Murieta saga from an actual anecdote published in
the Dame Shirley letters.78
Hispanics began to fight back. The Spanishlanguage press, in particular the hard-hitting E
Clamor Publico (1855-1859), demanded justice,
and bands of outlaws began to terrorize California.
Several of the most notorious of these bandidos went
by the name of “Joaquin.” In 1853 the California
Legislature passed an act that authorized a $5,000
reward for the capture, “dead or alive,” of the five
Joaquins: Joaquin Carrillo, Valenzuela,
Ocomorenia, Botellier, and Murieta. It is unclear
whether these were separate individuals, pseudonyms for one man, or co-leaders of one large gang.
Nevertheless, the money was allotted, and Harry
Love was asked to raise a company of up to 20
mounted rangers.

The company chased up and down California
for two months. Finally in July, as their three-month
contract was about to expire, they chanced upon a
group of Mexicans in the region of the Panoche Pass,
west of Tulare Lake. It is not known whether Love
was even with his group when the encounter occurred. Words were exchanged and then gunfire.
Four Mexicans were killed, including the unidentified leader of the group and a man later identified
as Manuel Garcia, or “Three-Fingered Jack.” The
decapitated head of the leader and the hand of Garcia
were preserved in alcohol and later put on display
in several museums.
There is no reliable evidence to prove that these
trophies indeed represented “Joaquin Murieta” or
even an outlaw band. On August 23, 1853, the editor of the San Francisco Alta suggested that shenanigans were afoot and that the four outlaws killed
were actually innocent Californios and Sonorans
who had “started for the Tulare Valley for the expressed and avowed purpose of running mustangs.”
The leader of the party who was killed as he attempted to escape was a Joaquin Valenzuela. The
Alta article concluded by stating that “‘Joaquin’ is
a fabulous character only, and this is widely
known.”79 A year later, however, John Rollin Ridge
wrote his book, and the romanticized Murieta was
forever fixed in California folklore and history.

Vasco Bandidos
What do we make of the confident first-person
sightings of Murieta in the 1860s through the 1880s
at Los Vaqueros? Rumors abounded that the real
Murieta survived and returned to Mexico. Did he
perhaps hide out for years in the Vasco? Probably
not. It is more likely that the Joaquin legend had
such power that the fictionalized character easily
overwhelmed and displaced other flesh-and-blood
outlaws.
Bandidos continued to plague California up
through the 1870s. Several of these were descendants of early California landowners who had been
displaced and humiliated in the land grab of the
1850s and 1860s. These outlaws operated in the
San Joaquin Valley and up and down the Coast
Range, close enough to the Vasco to presumably
pass through on occasion. For example, a Chileno
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horse thief, Narrato Ponce, was chased to Livermore
and killed in Pinole Canyon; Alejandro Morales
drove off 600 sheep from a ranch near San Leandro;
and the much feared Indian badman Juan Soto was
tracked to his hideout in the Panoche mountains after killing a clerk in Suñol.
But the outlaw who most resembled the legendary Joaquin Murieta was the infamous Tiburcio
Vasquez. The Monterey-born Vasquez worked as a
professional gambler at New Almaden in 1863—
just three years before Sylvain Bordes arrived at
the mines. Vasquez had quite a reputation with the
ladies. In one story he was tracked to Livermore
after he absconded with the daughter of a Mount
Diablo rancher. He and his gang held up stores, inns,
and horsemen from San Jose south to Gilroy, and
Vasquez openly socialized with the miners at New

Indria, who protected his every move. What was
undoubtedly planned as another routine robbery
became instead “The Tres Pinos Tragedy,” when
several bystanders were shot and killed, and the
bandit was at last hunted down and captured. In 1875
when Vasquez was to be hanged in San Jose, the
sheriff sent out engraved invitations that included
the message, “Not Transferable.”
In light of all of this activity it seems probable
that the Vasco Caves and Brushy Peak area did serve
as a temporary hideout for any number of outlaws on
the lam. The outcrops, not far from passes linking the
coast with the Central Valley, offered a maze of shelters and caves for protection. And it well may be that
it is Tuburcio Vasquez rather than Murieta who is
memorialized in Vasco community history.80
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LOS VAQUEROS, THE COWBOYS
Popular images of the Wild West are dominated
with the rustic romance of cowboy life, usually featuring shoot-outs between gun-toting villains and
brave lawmen. But the real cowboys were the men
who managed the herds at places like Los Vaqueros; their lives were undoubtedly more pedestrian
than those of their mythical counterparts. Cowboys
were a product of the open range, and their job was
rooted in practicality. With cattle roaming freely
across the landscape, it took highly skilled horsemen to round them up, brand them, and distribute
them to their rightful owners.
As American as the symbol has become, the
gear, lingo, and customs of the American cowboy
were actually derived from the Mexican vaqueros
of the early 19th century. The term “cowboy” itself
was not used to describe ranch hands until after the
Civil War. Even after range land throughout the West
was fenced, the idea and reputation of the “cowboy” persisted, growing perhaps as much in myth
as in reality. Cowboy skills were inevitably commercialized in the Rodeo and Wild West shows of
the late 19th century, culminating in their total exploitation by the film industry.
But Los Vaqueros has always been a place for
real cowboys. During the mission years, the land
was called “Cowboys’ Spring” because it was a
staging ground for round-ups of Mission San Jose
cattle. Mexican and Indian vaqueros converged on
the valley to gather the roaming cattle and harvest
the herds for the Mission’s needs. Then, for almost
20 years after the land was officially granted to private citizens, it was open range on which vaqueros
tended herds. The Suñols and the Bascos ran great
herds of cattle at Los Vaqueros in the 1850s and
1860s. The Bascos were well versed in vaquero
skills and culture, having been trained by none other
than the famous gauchos of Argentina. But long after the ranch was fenced and the ranchers took their
herds away—even after the grant lands were divided into family farms—the ethos of the “cowboy”
persisted at Los Vaqueros. Indeed, the documentary
and oral history of Los Vaqueros is rife with cowboy imagery, from the earliest days of the open range
to the tenant ranches of the 20th century.

“I Asked for a Rodero”
Modern rodeos display the astounding skills of
cowboys and entertain crowds of vicarious thrillseekers, but they were originally very practical
matters. The word itself is derived from the Spanish rodear, “to surround,” and the function of early
rodeos was to round up cattle that grazed the open
range.
[R]iders gathered at a central point, often from
great distances. Each large ranch sent a team
of riders. Ranchers had to hire extra riders, paid
by the day, to work alongside the year-round
hands. Once rounded up, cattle had to be sorted
by owner for branding and earmarks. . . . Bulls
had to be castrated and often dehorned.81

According to “An Act to Regulate Rodeos” effective June 1, 1851, stockraisers were required to
give a general rodeo at least once a year. In Alameda
and Contra Costa counties, this was from March 1
to August 31. The law required four days’ notice
be given to adjoining property owners and that the
cattle be branded within eight days of the rodeo; no
branding could occur other than in the prescribed
period.
The Bascos participated with their neighbors
in the 1857 rodeo. According to George Swain, who
lived on the neighboring Marsh Ranch from 1857
to 1859,
I have [been to rodeo], they were held on three
different places on the Marsh ranch, and three
also on the Poso de los Vaqueros; at the general rodeo there was present O’Brien, a man
by the name of Brown, all of the Bascos, as
they call them, some of Bernal’s, some of
Livermore’s, Ygnacio Sibrian, Pacheco, some
of Train and McMullen’s men, Golden and
Leons; there were a great many more there, but
I can’t recollect them all.82

The cattle were taken back to their home ranch from
the general rodeo and branded.
Three of the early stockraisers at Los Vaqueros filed distinctive brands with county officials in
the 1850s. Juan Suñol filed his brand for cattle and
horses, consisting of “JS” and an ear mark of me-
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Cowboys at Spanish Ranch. These cowboys were employed by the Altubes at Spanish Ranch in Nevada, but are
probably not too different from their progenitors at Los Vaqueros. The man standing in the center was known as
“Shorty Johnson”: he was reportedly 7 feet tall. (Photograph donated to the Basque Studies Program, University of
Nevada, Reno, by Alba Altube; reproduced courtesy Edna Patterson.)

dia plumas (half feathers?) in June 1854. Two of
the Bascos—Juan Bautista Arambide and Charles
Garat—filed their brand three years later. It included
a cropped ear and a “piece of skin split on the nose.”
Simon Blum, a rival claimant and enemy of both
the Bascos and Suñols, filed his brand, which included a pen (?) in the right ear and a fish hook in
the left ear, in February 1859.
When Louis Peres fenced the grant in the early
1860s there was no longer any need for a general
rodeo since the neighbor’s cattle could not get onto
the property. It apparently took some time for word
to get around, however:
At the place were these Baseos, who have
bought now, I have never been at their rodero
[sic]; I went there three or four years ago [1863/
1864] when they were fencing, I went to the
Rancho of los Baseas, and I asked for a rodero
[sic], the Baseas were not there. I slept at the
house with the vaqueros I had with me.83

Risks and Dangers
Cowboying was not for the faint of heart. Daily,
the men had to face the hazards of negotiating the
hillsides on horseback. One spring day, Louis Peres

was accompanying his foreman, Sylvain Bordes, on
an expedition in search of stray horses, when
they came to a big ravine and went to cross it,
but Paris [Peres] let Sylvain go first and when
he was going up the other side his saddle turned
and it came loose and he could not save himself. The horse hit him with one foot in the
breast and with one right on the nose and struck
him on the back of one hand and peeled the
flesh off. He looked bad today and said he felt
sick. He said Mr. Paris was scared almost to
death and ran over to him and caught hold of
him and was white as death. The horse ran off
with the saddle hanging under his belly.84

The dangers inherent in chasing cows and wrestling them to the ground were not the only risks the
cowboys at Los Vaqueros encountered. Tensions
between rival land claimants at Los Vaqueros were
often expressed in violence or intimidation in the
realm of ranching. Grazing rights became an issue
between the Suñols and the Bascos as their herds
burgeoned, overtaxing the limited grassland resource. In the spring of 1858, Suñol found that someone had cut the hair from the tails and manes of 20
horses he had grazing on the property. He went to
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Brands Registered by Los Vaqueros Ranchers. The position of Juan Suñol’s “JS” brand
(top) on the cow is graphically illustrated in the County Brand book. Arambide and Garat
selected connected “E”s, or perhaps “3”s (bottom left), and Blum registered a simple “B”
(bottom right). (Reproduced from Contra Costa Brand Book, Volume 1, pp. 40, 57, 84,
courtesy County Recorders Office.)

the Bascos’ adobe, where he found Carlos Garat
skewering a beef. Garat asked Suñol when he was
going to get his stock off the Bascos’ land; Suñol,
in turn, demanded why Garat had harmed the horses.
“Many hard words passed between them,” and
Garat “in a threatening manner drew his knife” and
said that “what had happened was boneto or very
bitter but what will happen will be worse.”85

Ranchers and Farmers
Cowboying did not die on the Vasco when the
big-time ranchers departed with their huge herds of
cattle. Once Peres and later McLaughlin made the
transition to tenant farms and ranches, land use in
the Vasco became diversified. The early ranching/
vaquero culture, however, survived as an “ethos”
of cowboying, and many local residents and former
tenants of the Vasco became adept rodeo riders. The

families who worked the land at Los Vaqueros were
always farmers who ranched and ranchers who
farmed. Vasco farmers who also ran cattle and/or
horses referred to themselves as “cowboys.”
Skill and courage with horses was greatly respected amongst the Vasco tenants, even if the “cowboy” was a girl. Fred Mourterot described one of
his neighbors:86
Well, Bertie [Bordes] was a cowgirl and boy
she was a good one. . . . She’d break her own
horse. I’ve seen her get bucked off three times
off one horse. Get back everytime.

Would-be cowboys were the objects of scorn.
Paul Fragulia remembers “city slickers” coming to
the ranch and dressing up like cowboys: “They
couldn’t even sit on a horse. They didn’t know how
to get on a horse.”
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The real Vasco cowboys rode round-ups, castrated bulls, and showed off their riding skills. Fred
Mourterot described a round-up:

thought on this, the rougher method being used by
the old-timers. Paul Fragulia described how it was
done:

Well, just about this time of year [January]
they’d get the cattle in and brand ‘em and castrate them and have a big feed. They used to
call it “mountain oysters.” The side-hill
salmon. And if you ever ate anything as delicious. . . that is delicious! They’d fry them in
butter and garlic and boy, it’s the nicest dish
you ever ate.

They used to get on them and let them buck
and I wouldn’t let them buck. I’d raise them as
a colt, coming up a colt, always pet them and
stay with them you know. Once in a while, they
get gentle, then I’d take a couple of sand bags
and fill them up a little bit and put them over
the horse and walk him around and if he didn’t
buck, then I’d get on him.

Rodeos weren’t an official part of the proceedings, but the opportunity to impress friends and
neighbors was irresistible, and, as Fred Mourterot
recalled, “sometimes guys would want to ride a steer
or something.”
Another big part of cowboying was breaking
the horses. There were apparently two schools of

He explained why his way was better:
When you get on them like that they buck, then
all them horses was mean horses. And no matter how old they got, when you put that saddle
on them, you’d get on ‘em and you’d better
hang on to that horn for a few minutes.

Twentieth-Century Cowpersons. Bertie Bordes (left) was a local hero of cowgirl lore; Paul Fragulia (right) dressed
the part and posed with his Colt-45. (Bertie Bordes courtesy of Sylvain Rooney; Paul Fragulia courtesy Paul
Fragulia and Marie Bignone [née Fragulia].)
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A Man and His Dogs
Los Vaqueros, which began as the stomping
ground of the true progenitors of the American cowboy, retained its cowboy association throughout all
of its demographic and economic changes. Riding
the range and working the cattle at Los Vaqueros
began as a necessity of managing herds on the open
range, but over the years it acquired a romantic
mystique and became a symbol of belonging to the
rural community that was the Vasco.
During excavations of the Vasco Adobe in
1994, daily encounters with the property’s current
leaseholder, a cattle rancher, reminded the Los Va-

queros Project archaeologists of the Vasco’s cowboy soul. Mr. Silva had traded his horse for a gasoline-powered four-wheeler, which he ran full-out
across the valley floor and up into the hills. Hanging off the sides of the small vehicle were always
his two ranch dogs, and on his head was his straw
cowboy hat. When the serious business of moving
bulls to fresh pasture arose, though, Mr. Silva relinquished his speedmobile for the more responsive
horse. Cresting the hill above the site, with the bulls
in front of him and the sun behind him, Mr. Silva
almost looked like a Wild West cowboy, and it was
easy to imagine the Vasco as the cattle frontier it
once was.

