CHAPTER 3
PARCELING THE LAND:
FAMILY FARMS ON PUBLIC LANDS AND TENANTED
LEASEHOLDS, 1870-1935

By the last quarter of the 19th century, as the great cattle herds departed and family farmers
began to take their place, land use at Los Vaqueros changed dramatically. Beginning in the 1870s,
Louis Peres started to divide the rancho into tenant farms. After he mortgaged his interest to
railroad baron Charles McLaughlin in 1881, the trend continued, and parts of the grant were
rented out to small- and medium-scale agriculturalists, who shifted between grain cultivation and
livestock ranching. At the same time, public land surrounding the grant began to be settled by
homesteaders, and where before the Los Vaqueros watershed was one vast cattle frontier, different areas with distinct communal identities were beginning to emerge.
The valley and low hills of the original rancho retained the name the “Vasco” and sheltered
a community of tenant farmers, many of whom were recent immigrants from Europe. Distinct
from the Vasco was the area known as the “Black Hills,” which rises above the rolling prairie of
the Los Vaqueros grant and was so named because it is covered with dense shrubs and trees that
make it appear black from a distance. Historically, the Vasco developed from the Mexican land
grant, while the Black Hills were public lands settled by homesteaders. Although there was some
congress between the residents of the hills and the valley, each locale developed differently over
time, conferring on each a strong sense of place that was the result of the blending of its own
unique social, cultural, and geographic landscapes.
As distinct as these locales were, they contributed equally to the collective identity of the
Los Vaqueros watershed: a place that has, remarkably, maintained its rural, parochial character
despite population and market pressures from the nearby mega-economy of the San Francisco
Bay Area. The tenant farms of the Vasco and the homesteads of the Black Hills are indeed the
heart and soul of Los Vaqueros’s unique character.

GRAIN FARMING AND HOMESTEADING
The reasons that Los Vaqueros shifted from large-scale ranching to small-scale farming,
and in the process became more community-oriented, are complex. The growing economic viability of farming versus ranching in California was certainly an important factor: As a cattle
operation, the land grant—despite its vast acreage—could support only one or two ranching
enterprises. Under cereal cultivation, a few hundred acres could support a viable operation. Also,
public-land policies, with their acreage limitations, assured that landholdings adjoining the historic Los Vaqueros land grant were small-scale. Within the grant itself, the financial realities
faced by Peres catalyzed subdivision into small leaseholds, a trend that continued after Peres lost
title to the land.
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“One Waving Field of Grain”
With the livestock industry in decline in California after the demographic changes engendered by the Gold Rush and the natural disasters of the 1860s, farming began to come into its
own. Cereal cultivation dominated the first wave of large-scale farming in California. Grains and
hay required minimal initial capital outlay, no irrigation, and relatively little labor. These were
important considerations, particularly for settlers cultivating land that might be taken away from
them on account of an earlier claimant. Much of California proved well-suited to cereal cultivation: the soil was fertile and easy to plow, and the dry summers ensured a hardy, healthy crop.
Contra Costa County reportedly received its first cereal crop in 1837 from John Marsh on the
Rancho los Meganos to the north of Los Vaqueros. By 1882 the county was described as having
“its every arable space one waving field of grain.”1

Remains of a Vasco Farm. Headquarters of tenant farms were often nestled in protected
valleys off to the side of the windswept Kellogg Creek Valley. The complexes always
included a house, a well, and a hay barn (like this example at the Jason Place, probably
built in the 1890s), in addition to various outbuildings that might include a granary,
sheds, cold-storage cellars, a privy (that is, an outhouse), or a blacksmith shop.

Wheat took the lead, and by the 1870s the wheat industry in California was positively booming,
mostly on account of a profitable trade relationship between San Francisco and Liverpool, England. Barley also proved profitable in California soils as it grew under the same conditions as
wheat, but was less susceptible to damaging infestations. It had an added advantage of reseeding
itself for a second and even a third crop.
Settling of Public Lands
Concurrent with the emerging viability of low-capital agriculture in California, lands that
could be farmed were opening up to new settlers. Under the law of preemption, settlers could
legally occupy up to 160 acres of government land, which they could later purchase for just $1.25
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per acre (roughly equivalent at the time to an average day’s wage). Even better, the Homestead
Act of 1862 allowed settlers to take up 160 acres of public land, which, after five years’ residence
and cultivation, would be deeded to them free of charge. Although some choice properties could
be found on public land, much of the available land was steep, unwatered, or otherwise undesirable. Unlike land grants, which were carved out to encompass the most advantageous features of
the landscape, public land was subdivided on the rectangular system—regular-shaped sections of
640 acres, quarter-sections, and quarter-quarter sections. The system sometimes resulted in valley land that was cut off from its water source, or useful land isolated from all reasonable access.
While the 160-acre maximum was ample for a family farm in the well-watered Midwest
and East, much more was needed in California and other areas of the arid West, especially in the
early years when cattle and sheep raising were the primary viable forms of agricultural production. Even dry farming, which had become a major enterprise by the time the General Land Office
surveys opened up public land, required more than 160 acres, particularly given the rough and
rugged lands available. There were legal methods to acquire larger holdings: contiguous quarter
sections could be obtained, one through Cash Entry and one through the Homestead Act, but the
resulting 320 acres was still minimal. As all adult members of a family could legally file a claim
through either process, many families amassed larger holdings through such cooperative efforts.
There was also a well-used illegal method: getting others to act as entrymen. After acquiring the
property through Cash Entry, the entryman transferred ownership either for profit or as a favor to
the new landholder. While such dealings were technically illegal, many people—including government officials—considered them to be largely justifiable responses to the government’s failure
to develop an appropriate land-distribution policy.2

LOS VAQUEROS PARCELED
Survey of the land-grant boundaries determined that the grantees of Los Vaqueros—like
many Mexican land-grant claimants—had vastly overrated the extent of their lands. Although the
rancho was initially described as being bounded by the four nearest land grants, when its recorded
extent was measured outward from the center of the valley, the property was left floating as an
island surrounded by unclaimed lands. More than 5,000 acres within the Los Vaqueros watershed
are outside the land-grant boundaries. While litigation continued over land-grant ownership, the
properties surrounding the grant had finally been opened up to settlement with the completion of
the General Land Office surveys between 1862 and 1874. But nearly half the land in this area—
most of the odd-numbered sections—was deeded to Charles McLaughlin in 1870, as part of the
100,000-plus-acre compensation he received for his interest in the Southern Pacific Railroad. 3
The remaining acreage, however, was subject to settlement through Cash Entry or Homesteading; through these means, the average citizen could at last share the largesse of the West.
The public land created after the General Land Office survey of the Los Vaqueros watershed was readily spoken for in the 1870s. The claims in this area fell into two general categories:
land filed for by actual settlers, either through the Preemption or Homestead acts; and properties
acquired through Cash Entry primarily by entrymen acting for another individual.
Some of the earliest public-land transactions at Los Vaqueros involved the gentle and wellwatered lands at the northern end of Kellogg Creek Valley, in land remaining after the boundaries
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of Los Vaqueros and Los Meganos had been defined. Three parcels in this group were acquired
by settlers between 1870 and 1875. They share two characteristics: all were obtained through
purchase, rather than homesteading (perhaps seen as the more secure means of acquiring valuable bottomland); and they were purchased by the few non-Southern European families in the Los
Vaqueros watershed (the Eversons, Andrews, and Eastons). Another parcel of land just north of
Los Vaqueros is an exception to this pattern: Jacob and Henrietta Grueninger homesteaded 80
acres of “rough broken land” in 1883, long after more attractive parcels had been claimed.
A distinctive group settled public lands in the rugged Black Hills to the west. While one of
these properties was purchased from the government, the other initial claims were Homestead
entries—two for only 80 acres of land. All the properties were acquired by Californios or Mexicans who claimed U.S. citizenship “under the treaty with Mexico.” At least one of the homesteaders, Romualdo Valenzuela, was a second-generation Californian; he was one of the earliest
settlers, having settled his claim in 1869. The other homesteaders (José Whitfield, Urbano Feliz,
and Tomas Robles) were living in the Black Hills by 1875.
The lands of the original rancho were also being parceled through leaseholds during the
1870s, when Peres and Altube owned nearly the entire 17,752-acre rancho. Landholdings on this
scale incurred heavy taxes and other costs, such as legal defense against rival claims. Many
landowners leased parcels to tenant farmers to help offset these costs. By 1880 Peres had six
tenants farming on the old rancho—Sylvain Bordes, Frank Viala (at the old Suñol place), Johnson
Righter, Fred Dickhoff, Louis Cumming, and Albert Weymouth.
Farming Los Vaqueros
With the departure of the Bascos and their herds to Nevada, the landscape at Los Vaqueros
by 1880 was dominated by cereal cultivation—most of it in wheat. By 1880 even Peres no longer
emphasized stock cattle on the Vasco, shifting instead to grain. The 1880 agricultural census
shows that he held for his own use 600 improved acres from which his workers harvested 1,200
tons of hay and 7,000 bushels of wheat; his farm also produced 300 pounds of butter and he
gathered 300 dozen eggs in that year. Although not listed on the agricultural census as “on hand,”
portions of the grant were used to graze sheep on a seasonal basis.
Peres’s tenants put the land to similar use. Two of these men, Sylvain Bordes and Frank
Viala, worked for Peres, probably managing his acreage in his absence. The other tenants were
successful independent operators who had most of their acreage in grain and paid Peres with a
portion of each year’s crop. Two of the landowners at the north end of the valley—Easton and
Andrews—were also growing wheat and hay, but their small acreage (160 acres of public land
each) made for meager returns. Land use in the Black Hills was more subsistence based. All of
the farmers there described a mixed use of their lands in their Homestead Proofs, with relatively
extensive vineyards and orchards reported. But even in the Black Hills, most of the farmers also
had some of their acreage planted in grain, according to tax assessment records.
The Vasco Changes Hands
Despite leasing parcels to defray the costs of land ownership, Peres began to lose his footing
at Los Vaqueros, as he was beset by the legal problems detailed in the preceding chapter. With a
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$70,000 mortgage due, Peres was in desperate straits when he approached Charles McLaughlin
for a loan. In May 1881 Peres deeded the grant and 880 adjoining acres to McLaughlin.
From May 1881 until well into the 20th century, the Los Vaqueros grant and much of the
land surrounding it was owned by Charles McLaughlin or his heirs. McLaughlin’s acquisition of
Los Vaqueros in 1881 added to his already enormous land empire, which included railroad lands
unavailable to the settler. He continued Peres’s lease agreements with tenants, probably for the
same reason Peres had established them, but perhaps also in anticipation of rising land values.
There is no knowing how Charles McLaughlin might have disposed of the land; he was shot
and killed by a former business associate in 1883, just two years after acquiring Los Vaqueros
from Peres. Kate McLaughlin outlived her husband by five years and left the large estate to her
niece, Kate Dillon, and Mary Crocker. Kate Dillon later married into the Winship family, and the
heirs’ holdings became known as the Crocker-Winship Estate. Oral history of the area, however,
primarily associates the Los Vaqueros grant with Mary Crocker.

A PATTERN OF PERSISTENCE
By the time Charles McLaughlin died, the Vasco and the Black Hills were well established
as communities of farming families, each with its own identity. That the Los Vaqueros land grant
and the public lands surrounding it had been settled as small-scale farms and ranches was not at
all remarkable—the same thing was happening all over California in the 1870s. What is remarkable is how long the small farmers maintained their hold on the land at Los Vaqueros. Well into
the 20th century, the Los Vaqueros watershed was home to small- and medium-scale mixed
farmers when much of the rest of the state had turned to intensive forms of agriculture or consolidated smaller holdings into vast tracts of land controlled by agribusiness. Despite the example set
by neighboring farmland that was developed into intensively cultivated vineyards and orchards,
as well as the constant urging of the editors of the Byron Times, the agricultural potential of the
Vasco remained largely unrealized.4 The land was never irrigated on a large scale, land use was
conservative, and dry-land mixed agriculture prevailed.
Several factors—physical and social—contributed to this trend. Certainly, the rugged Black
Hills area was never well suited to intensive or mechanized agriculture, and even the tamer hills
surrounding the Kellogg Creek Valley were difficult to negotiate with gasoline-powered tractors.
In fact, farmers at Los Vaqueros continued to rely on animal power well into the 20th century.
Then there were the legal encumbrances on the lands of McLaughlin, which prevented subdivision or sale of the original rancho for decades, thereby fostering continued tenancy and conservative land use.
The Vasco Tenants
Following McLaughlin’s death at the end of 1883, his estate and his heirs built additional
tenant ranches, each with a house and barn. The McLaughlin estate made some improvements to
keep tenants on the grant; in 1885 they petitioned the county to form the Vasco Grant School
District and built a schoolhouse for the tenants.5 But the tenants themselves shaped the social
identity of the Vasco, and even left their mark on the land. Each tenant built an enclosure around
his leasehold and made other improvements.
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In particular, it was recent immigrants who were attracted to the economic opportunities of
farming and ranching that tenancy offered at Los Vaqueros. By the turn of the century, families
from the Azores, Italy, Ireland, and Germany had joined Anglo American and Mexican American
farmers at Los Vaqueros. Ethnicity probably contributed to the pattern of long-term tenancy at
Los Vaqueros. Some of the families continued their lease agreements on the property for more
than 50 years, passing them from parent to son along with livestock and personal property. Other
leases were sold, usually to members of the same ethnic group.

Vasco School Class Picture. Children of Los Vaqueros farmers attended
their own one-room schoolhouse. This class was photographed around
1904. (Courtesy Brentwood Museum.)

Ethnicity alone cannot explain the tenacity of the land-lease system at Los Vaqueros. Tenant
stability on the Vasco may be partially attributable to successful management. The McLaughlin
and later Crocker-Winship interests were managed by Captain Lewis Lamberton from 1881 until
his retirement in 1912. When Lamberton died at age 99 in 1923, he was fondly remembered for
his “many deeds of kindness.” Although he collected thousands of dollars in rentals, it was said of
him “that he never once foreclosed on a tenant, but waited till another year, when sufficient
rainfall brought bountiful crops.” His keen judgment of human nature and his confidence were
reportedly seldom betrayed.6 Tenants on the Vasco seem to have been relatively satisfied with
their arrangements, which may account for the long tenure of many families. Albert Weymouth
testified in court that “I had heard a good deal,” when McLaughlin came to renegotiate his 300acre lease and offered the same terms as Peres. The Fragulia family reportedly paid for the lease
of only 600 acres while being allowed to use 1,000; the Bordes family likewise were not charged
for use of hundreds of acres of land that the owners felt had no value.7

LIFE AT LOS VAQUEROS, INTO THE 20TH CENTURY
Most of the farmers at Los Vaqueros practiced mixed agriculture. Los Vaqueros agriculturalists combined the running of sheep, cattle, and horses with the raising of hay and grain for sale.
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They referred to themselves as cowboys, rounded up and branded cattle, enjoyed barbecues of
“Hangtown oysters,” and attended rodeos and picnics at neighboring ranches. A Vasco cowboy
might also be a superlative teamster—the lines between farming and ranching on the grant were
blurred and shifting.
As with other 19th- and early 20th-century rural communities, these households were as
self-sufficient as possible, buying only flour, sugar, coffee, and other staples in town. The adobe
soil made gardening a challenge, however, and many women had to purchase fresh fruits and
vegetables to can and store. Most ranches included a smokehouse; many had a blacksmith shop.8
Los Vaqueros reached its maximum population around 1900, with at least 17 households.
The 1903-1905 autograph book of Emelia Grueninger contains inscriptions by 22 girls who attended Vasco Grant School at that time. The school photo for 1904 shows 21 children from eight
families. Some ranches were occupied at that time by families whose children had already completed their education, or by families who lived there on a seasonal basis. The only long-term
family of Mexican descent, the Robles, had children “at school” on the 1900 census; they may
have attended school at the Highland District school on Morgan Territory Road, only a few miles
northwest of their Black Hills farm.
Back to Grazing
Changes in land use did occur on the Vasco during the 20th century, but they never included
a shift to intensive agriculture. As early as 1916, local rumor had it that the holding would be
subdivided into residential lots.9 Nonetheless, it never was subdivided in this way, possibly for
“sentimental reasons” as proclaimed by the Byron Times, but more probably because the land still
had value for other purposes. In addition to the tenant farmers engaged in mixed agriculture, the
Vasco was home to another kind of tenant: those who leased the land, primarily for grazing
purposes, but who lived in nearby towns. By the beginning of the 20th century, large tracts of land
in the rolling foothills of the Vasco were profitably leased as pasturage. During Mary Crocker’s
tenure, the Vasco was immodestly proclaimed by the Byron Times as “one of the most beautiful
pastoral spots of the Golden State.” Commercial ranchers leased the land to graze their large
herds of sheep; by the early 1920s, the Vasco was described as “being devoted more to grazing .
. . than to farming.”
The sheep industry was well established in the Byron area, which claimed to be a “sheep
and wool center.” A revitalization of this industry occurred in the late 1920s, when a change in
American tastes made lamb an important item on the table. Now wool, not meat, became the byproduct of sheep ranching. Around this time, sheep ranchers such as Frank N. Cabral and Manuel
J. Pimentel began consolidating tenant ranches on the Vasco to form larger units on which to
graze sheep. Plummeting attendance at the Vasco School reflects this trend. Grazing again became the dominant land use.
Tenancy arrangements on the Vasco persisted into the 1930s, after Mary Crocker was killed
in a tragic car accident. In October 1929 there were 13 rentals at Los Vaqueros, divided into three
categories depending upon the nature of the land use (grazing, agricultural, and agricultural/
grazing). Only one of the properties was classified as agricultural while five were let exclusively
as grazing land.

85

86 From Rancho to Reservoir

Sheep Country at Los Vaqueros. Bands of sheep grazed the rolling hills of Los Vaqueros in
the early 20th century. This group has been herded into the Santana sheep camp in the Black
Hills. Ranchers have fenced natural caves in the rock outcrops to shelter birthing ewes.
(Courtesy Josephine Souza [née Pimentel].)

Property in the Black Hills was also reverting to more open land at this time. By the beginning of the 20th century many of the original homesteaders has lost their land—only the Robles
family held onto their land after 1900. As they became available, small parcels were bought up
and consolidated for stockraising. And so, in both the Black Hills and the Vasco, the stage was set
for the transition of Los Vaqueros from dry land to reservoir.
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“FARMERS WHO RANCHED, RANCHERS WHO FARMED”:
AGRICULTURAL WORK IN LOS VAQUEROS
The economic history of California, and for that
matter all of the Far West, was characterized by
periodic economic spasms—or “boom” cycles—of
agricultural productivity. These agricultural booms
were initiated as a “supply response” to consumers’ fickle preferences, changing dietary habits, and
demands that seemed to escalate with improvements
in marketing and transportation during the 19th century. A fortune awaited anyone who could solve the
problems of distance and drought that were associated with Western ranching and farming.10 The major agricultural products that “boomed” in California between 1850 and 1940 were livestock, grain,
wool, dairy products, and specialty crops, the last
of which required extensive irrigation. All of these
booms touched the Vasco to some degree, but most
of the tenants on the Vasco practiced mixed agriculture; they were “farmers who ranched” and
“ranchers who farmed.” These diversified enterprises combined running sheep, cattle, and horses
with the raising of hay and grain for sale.

Harvesting the Vasco
During California’s “bonanza wheat years,”
which began in the 1870s, Vasco farmers grew
wheat. They also raised barley, oats, and hay. Shortage of labor continually plagued California’s agricultural economy in the 19th century. This led to
the development of and dependence upon mechanized farming to maintain the state’s position as one
of the nation’s leading agricultural producers.11
Mechanization became increasingly sophisticated
with larger gang plows, broadcast seeders, mowers, and improved combine harvesters, all of which
were used on the Vasco in the late 19th and early
20th centuries. But unlike other agricultural regions
in the state that eventually turned to motorized farm
machinery, farmers on the Vasco continued to use
horse-drawn equipment well into the 1940s.
Harvesting the Vasco was a cooperative venture. It was customary for neighbors to pitch in and
help each other during this important season of work.
Some families, such as the Bordeses, Cabrals, and
Grueningers, had their own harvesting machines.

Crews were rounded up from the pool of local men
that followed the harvesters from farm to farm,
wherever there was a crop to harvest. Harvesting
crews worked for room and board and a daily wage,
around five dollars a day. Most of the ranches had
bunkhouses that accommodated six to eight men.
The Vasco women were also needed to help during
this time by cooking for the crews. Women’s work
during harvest time was as exhausting as men’s since
work crews consumed five meals a day!
Vasco-born and raised, Paul Fragulia remembered details of the hay harvest.12 The harvest season began in May, when the hay was cut. After it
was cut, an animal-powered rake—called a “Jackson haybuck”—picked up the hay and bunched it
into piles. The big stacks were left in the field where
a hay-baling machine, or hay press, would be used
to press the harvest into bales. During haying season, the work day began at 3 o’clock in the morning
so that the crop could be hauled to town. Unlike the
harvest crews who were paid by the day, the haypress gangs were paid by the ton, receiving 15 to
20 cents each.
Wheat and barley were harvested over the summer months. Grain harvesting could not begin before about 10 a.m. because of the morning dew. A
crew consisted of the teamster who drove the horses,
a headertender who made sure the thresher caught
the heads of grain, a separator man who separated
the grain from the chaff, a jigger who shook the
grain sacks to make them full, and the sack sewer
who sewed up the grain sacks. Grain was stored in
a granary building until it was sold.
Some harvesters used 16 horses, but the giant
harvesters needed 32 horses to pull them. The driver
of this team was called a “long-line” teamster. The
last long-line teamster, who worked for the Bordes
family, was Fred Mourterot, who began driving
when he was only 17 years old. He was considered
to be one of the best in his field during the heyday
of horse-powered harvesting on the Vasco. Fred
loved the teamster life. “You had the world. Nobody dictated to you,” he said. The harvester was
on three wheels, and the teamster sat up on the “high
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Mechanized Mower Parts. Cyrus McCormick is credited with developing the mowing machine (a) in the 1850s.
A “knife” (b), fitted with a series of triangular “sections” (c), is attached to a “knife head” (d), which pivots on a
“Pitman socket” (e). The knife is mounted on an arm fitted with “guards” (f); the whole apparatus is attached to the
side of a horse-drawn or motorized tractor. The grain is forced between the sections and the guards, and as the
sections move side-to-side, they cut the grain. (Mower reproduced from Johnson 1976; knife from ThompsonDiggs Co. 1906; section, knife head, Pitman socket, and guard are from Los Vaqueros archaeological sites.)

seat.” Mr. Mourterot recalled, “You had six horses
under and the rest of them are ahead of you. Two in
the lead.” A good teamster knew how to use a whip
effectively. “If you was good with a whip, you could
cut a buttonhole in the [horse’s] backside. You could
really make them come alive.”
Early motorized farm machinery that was introduced into the region could only negotiate flat
terrain. Evelyn Sod recalled that the first time some-

one tried using a tractor to harvest grain on the
Vasco, it turned over in the soft dirt, sending the
thresher up a hill, much to the alarm of nearby onlookers.

“Head ‘Em Up, Move ‘Em Out!”
The Vasco’s long tradition of stockraising
spanned nearly a century, and the 20th-century
Vasco cowboys were every bit as skillful and rug-
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Long-Line Harvester. This sixteen-horse harvester probably used draft horses,
which were best suited for pulling the heavy harvesters up and down the steep
hills of the Vasco. The Bordes used Belgiums. (Courtesy Brentwood Museum.)

ged as their 19th-century counterparts. Ranchers
maintained a good stock of working horses—at least
25—for rounding up stock and pulling wagons in
the days before adequate roads and motorized vehicles were introduced into the area. On the Vasco,
two different philosophies developed on how to
properly train horses. “Training,” as opposed to
“breaking,” a horse involved gradually getting the
horse used to a saddle, and then a rider, and above
all, never allowing the horse to buck. “Breaking”
horses, on the other hand, was part of the roughtough, throw-the-saddle-on-and-ride school of horse
management, where the rider was inevitably bucked
off the first time. Breaking horses in the old-fashioned way definitely could be a “pain.” As Jack
Gleese expressed it, “I’ve ploughed up a lot of land
with my body. And it hurts, it really does hurt.”
Cattle that grazed the hills were rounded up in
the time-honored tradition of cowboys, and herded
into corrals, where they would be branded, castrated,
and undergo other medical procedures. During the
seasonal round of cattle-ranching activities, a cowboy worked for various ranchers, earning about 30
dollars a month, plus room and board. Certain workers were known for skills in specific areas of ranching work. George Davis, for example, was an itinerant harness maker who drove around to all the
ranches with his cart full of tools and leather, re-

pairing harnesses, saddles, and other tack equipment. Another worker named Henry Hughes was
particularly skillful at making strong and flexible
leather lariats, which were a requirement of cattle
work.
One of Los Vaqueros’s quintessential cowboys
was John Gleese, who ranched in and around the
Black Hills during the first decades of the 20th century. Gleese was a “true cattleman,” identifying himself as a rancher, and “no damned farmer!” Known
as the “two hardest riding cowboys in the area,”
John Gleese and his son Jack trained their own
horses, rode on long trail drives together, and managed a successful ranch for many years, running
about 300 head of Angus cattle and 300 head of
sheep. Jack respected his father’s riding skill, stating that “when I went out to ride with him, you had
to ride. And if an animal broke loose going down . . .
one of those big hills, you were expected to do down
full gallop.” His father understood horses and “He’d
go straight down those hills, he didn’t mind putting
a lariat on a bull or steer or cow or anything, going
straight down a hill.” John Gleese, somewhat of a
John Wayne type, was a tall, dashing man with twinkling blue eyes and a terrific sense of humor. It was
not surprising that his fiancée, Ethel Hardiman, fell
head-over-heels in love with him. An accomplished
horsewoman herself, she rode side-saddle because
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it was not considered ladylike to straddle a horse in
those days. John decided to make a cowgirl of her,
and once they were married he announced that this
prissy, side-saddle business was “. . . out the window, we ride cowboy!” And they rode astride together into the Vasco sunset from then on.
John Gleese was also an astute rancher who
kept up with the latest scientific breakthroughs in
stockraising and veterinary care that were part of
the world of modern livestock ranching. Veterinarians were often too expensive or simply unavailable, and ranchers had to master a certain amount
of medical skill themselves. Gleese’s experience was
renowned throughout the territory, and many ranchers brought their sick stock to him for treatment.
Vasco ranchers also followed the ecologically
beneficial practice of grazing both cattle and sheep
on the same range. In contrast to the earlier days,
when western cattlemen fought with sheep ranchers over grazing lands, Vasco ranchers logically reasoned that, since the cattle bore no personal animosity toward their fellow-four-hoofers, the sheep,
far be it from their human caretakers to squabble
with each other. The efficiency of this system went
like this: The cattle would start out eating the tall,
heavy grass, threshing the seeds as they tromped
along, seeding the range for the following season.
After the cows had munched their way through the

taller grasses, the sheep came along to eat up the
stubble, which they relished and fattened on. Careful not to overgraze, ranchers would hurry their livestock along until the entire range was efficiently consumed and reseeded. Hay for local use was also
raised on livestock ranches. It was cut and brought
into the barns to feed the horses or to supplement
cattle or sheep feed during the lean winter months.
The economic benefits to ranchers who ran both
cattle and sheep was that if beef prices fell, one could
make up for it with a wool crop, or by selling lambs
in the spring. As Jack Gleese pointed out, ranchers
could be assured of an annual income by working
both types of livestock.

Sheep Country
Sheep raising was a particularly long-cherished
ranching tradition on the Vasco, and it was carried
on with great skill by Spanish, Mexican, Basque,
Portuguese, and American ranchers over the decades. Many ranchers, like John Gleese and Sylvain
Bordes, tended their bands themselves or with members of their families. Sometimes they would hire
an itinerant sheepherder to help out on some of the
more rocky terrain. Wool buyers would bring wagons to the home ranch, where sheep were sheared.
The wool crop was packed into giant wool sacks
that required up to four men to lift into the wagon.

Wool Sacks. Josephine Pimentel at age 3 standing in front of a stack of wool sacks
ready for the wool buyers. (Courtesy Josephine Souza [née Pimentel].)
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Some of the Vasco’s most successful and wellknown sheep ranchers were Portuguese immigrants,
mainly from the Azores. Among these were Frank
Cabral, Manuel Pimentel, and the Souza family.
Members of the Vasco’s Portuguese community,
along with their neighbors, worked together during
the seasonal round of sheep-ranching activities that
included gathering, herding, lambing, shearing, dipping, and tagging.
Sheep required a lot of land to roam. Sheep
camps and shelters were established in Los Vaqueros that served as gathering spots on the range during the herding seasons. Los Vaqueros Project archaeologists found one small stone shelter along the
banks of Kellogg Creek that was probably used for
this purpose. A more complex gathering place was
the Cabral sheep camp, where Cabral and his associates would stay during the winter. Approximately
10 sheepherders and the sheep dogs occupied the
camp, watching over a band of about 1,000-1,500
sheep. A couple of temporary buildings were erected
at the camp, but there were no corrals.13 Mr. Cabral

was always on hand to supervise during lambing
season, staying up all night with the ewes during
difficult deliveries, and bottle-feeding the orphaned
lambs. So successful and well-respected was Frank
N. Cabral for his sheep business that the Byron
Times Booster Edition of 1908 noted, “he does an
extensive business, and his lambs, wool and other
marketable products always bring the highest market prices, adding to the credit of Byron as a sheep
and wool center.”
Other types of agricultural activities were practiced in the Vasco during the early 20th century on
a smaller scale. Vineyards were planted in the hills
above the grant, where ranchers made wine for their
own consumption or to bootleg during Prohibition.
People sold eggs, fresh vegetables, and fruit grown
in small orchards to local buyers. Small-scale dairying was also carried out, often by the Vasco women,
who milked a few dairy cows, selling the fresh milk
to a local creamery. Sometimes the children of the
family were responsible for the dairy operation,
tasks that required more patience than muscle.
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THE BLACK HILLS
The Black Hills is a rugged unforgiving land
of sandstone bluffs, outcroppings, oaks, and chaparral that overlooks the southwest corner of the
Vasco grant. At the top of the ridge the name changes
officially (and in common use) to the “Morgan Territory.” The Vasco grant laps up against the eastern
edge of the Hills, and from the valley floor the land
rises steeply to an elevation of more than 2,000 feet.
The physical and social isolation of this country is
apparent if one stands at the top and looks back down
into the Vasco; the experience is somewhat akin to
the view from an eagle’s aerie.
Although there was some fraternizing between
Black Hills and Vasco ranchers and farmers, for
the most part the two areas were distinct. As an
example, Vasco rancher Pyron Crosslin seldom ventured into the steep terrain because “the land wasn’t
worth going into.” And at least one 20th-century
Black Hills cowboy derisively referred to those
“smart flatlanders.” It is clear that it took fortitude
and hard work to make the land pay. Suitable for
large-scale grazing, it was difficult if not impossible to farm small parcels. Stone fences and enclosures divide the land, but rather than having a common source or inspiration, it appears that these structures were built by a variety of former tenants in-

cluding Native Americans, “Spanish,” and later
Portuguese-Azoreans.
The area was virtually inaccessible in the winter, except by horseback, and the Morgan Territory
Road (formerly called the “Black Hills Road” up
to the summit) was not paved until the 1940s. The
incline is so steep that when farmers began to purchase automobiles in the 1920s they had to back
their cars up the Levy Grade, a particularly difficult part of the road, because gravity pulled the gas
to the back of the car’s tank. The invention of the
vacuum tank eradicated the problem, and later residents could navigate the road headed forward.

“Old Spanish” Settlement
Officially, the area began to be settled at the
end of the 1860s by mostly Hispanics of Californian and Mexican birth, but the land was probably
occupied earlier. Families were both extended and
unusually large, and most were related by marriage.
Many families were also connected socially to the
first Spanish grantees of the Los Vaqueros.
Up through 1900 Henry Burton was one of the
few settlers in the immediate area with a northern
European surname, although the 1880 census reveals that he too was of Mexican American descent.

The Vasco from the Black Hills. Taken from the hills high above Kellogg Creek Valley, this
view from the Black Hills shows how geographically distinct the two areas are.
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Although Burton’s father was English, both of his
mother’s parents were born in Mexico. Other families—of a mix of Indian, Spanish, Mexican, French,
and Italian descent—settled on small parcels at the
foot of the hills.
Some of these early people identified themselves as “Old Spanish,” rather than “Mexican.”
Even as late as 1910, Irish American rancher Jack
Gleese felt he needed to learn “Castilian Spanish”
because “all around [him] were Spaniards. . . . Almost all of those ranchos that were around the country there were Castilian Spanish, they weren’t Mexican. Mexicans were the peons that did the work.”
Gleese taught himself to speak Spanish with the help
of a dictionary and tutoring by a neighbor, Entacia
Andrews (née Palomares), who worked as the
Gleese’s housekeeper.14
Many of these early settlers could accurately
be labeled “Californio,” a term in widespread use
from the 1830s to the 1880s meaning “native-born
Californian of Spanish-speaking parents.”15 In culture, heritage, and attitude many Black Hills residents—the Valenzuelas as an example—carried on
a vaquero lifestyle that had its roots in pre-Gold
Rush California.
The public lands of the Black Hills probably in
fact served as a refuge of sorts for these families. In
the late 1850s California was experiencing a peak
of “Hispanophobia.” Native-born Hispanics were
lumped together with newly arrived miners from
Mexico and Latin America and were labeled “interlopers” and “greasers” by territorial Yankees.
Marginalized and segregated into urban
“Sonora-towns,” Mexicanos were whipped, banished, and hanged, and suffered the humiliation of
poverty and disease. The 1860s, although less violent, were equally harsh and included the instability of the American Civil War, Maximilian’s invasion of Mexico, and devastating floods in 1861 followed by an “earth-scorching life-killing drought,
1862-3” that claimed a quarter of the state’s
economy.16 During this era, Mexican Americans
were increasingly dispossessed of their lands. In
1850, for example, 61 percent of Mexican American heads of families owned small parcels of land
worth more than $100; by 1860 the figure had
dropped dramatically to 29 percent, whereas by
1870 only 21 percent could report that they owned

property.17 These then are the economic and social
factors that proceeded the settlement of the Black
Hills.

The Valenzuelas
Although squatters, hunters, and outlaws undoubtedly lived in the hills in the 1850s, the first
known permanent settler was apparently Romualdo
Valenzuela, who claimed possession of a 160-acre
parcel in 1869. Valenzuela lived on site with his
Mexican-born wife, Dolota (née Castro), and
“plenty of children.” He purchased the land in March
1874, by which time he had a house, barn, corrals,
and well on his property, eight acres in grain, and
sheep in the field.
According to the 1870 census, Romualdo (a.k.a.
Ramon) was born ca. 1832 in Los Angeles of California-born parents and came to the Vasco area in
1850 at the age of 18. It takes little to imagine why
the young vaquero headed north: Los Angeles in
the 1850s was far from idyllic for either Hispanics
or Indians on account of racial violence, high crime,
and nearly annual small pox epidemics.
“Valenzuela” was also the surname of three alleged
bandits who were killed in Southern California by
vigilantes during this volatile period.
In 1874, after receiving title to the 160 acres,
the Valenzuelas moved to an adjoining 80 acres.
They sold their original parcel to Samuel Levy in
1876. Levy was a Prussian Jew who owned a mercantile store in Livermore. He ultimately built a new
house, barn, and bunkhouse immediately off of the
Morgan Territory Road at the top of a particularly
steep hill that is still called, “the Levy.” An article
in the 1882 Livermore Herald noted that he put in
5,000 grape cuttings in his “mountain ranch.”
By 1880 Valenzuela had sunk a well and built
a house and a hen house at the new homestead. He
planted 25 to 30 acres in wheat, barley, and corn.
The family was constantly in debt. The Black Hills
is a tough land, usable for grazing if one owns sufficient acreage. But it was harder to make a go on
small parcels of 80 or even 160 acres. Upon
Romualdo’s death in 1892, the property was sold to
pay off a variety of debts.
An outstanding account with Shuey and Galloway in Walnut Creek was submitted to the
Valenzuela estate during the probate, and the bill
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Levy Grade. Ingrained in community memory, this
passage of the road leading up into the Black Hills was
notoriously difficult to negotiate before it was paved.

sheds light on household spending practices and
foodways. As with most ranching families, the
Valenzuelas bought mostly in bulk: flour, beans,
peas, corn, etc., and sold chickens and eggs for
credit. A dollar’s worth of chocolate, purchased in
late November 1891, was the only “luxury” item.
Also of interest is the fact that the family was trading in Walnut Creek, which entailed a trip up and
over the Morgan Territory Road, impassable in winter. Perhaps the beleaguered family had used up their
credit at the more accessible stores in Livermore.
Samuel Levy purchased the property in 1895.
One of the Valenzuelas’ sons, Marcus, claimed a
possession nearby in 1874. How he used the land
or what became of this claim is unclear. Marcus,
however, has left a clear trail in local records. The
Contra Costa County Great Registers for the 1860s
through the 1890s describe him as 6 feet, 2-1/2
inches tall. He officially married a neighbor,
Ramona Goodfield, in 1894.
Another of the Valenzuelas’ sons, Fermin, was
a real “cowboy’s cowboy.” He worked for local
Vasco and Black Hills ranchers as a teamster for
harvesting crews. As Fred Mourterot recalled, “He
could handle a whip and a team of horses, I tell you,
the best I ever seen.”

Tomas Robles
Another early rancher in the Black Hills was
Tomaseno Robles, who filed Homestead entries in
1875 and 1879. Robles testified that he settled his
land in the summer of 1874 and built a small house
and a stable. He enclosed 1-1/2 acres with a board

fence, planted 2 acres in vineyards, and put in several fruit and shade trees. He also reported that he
had cultivated 30 acres in grain and hay.
By piecing together information from a variety
of primary source materials, including tax assessments and the memories of his youngest daughter,
Juanita Hargraves (née Robles), we are able to construct a reasonably accurate biography of the Black
Hills pioneer.
Robles was a Yaqui Indian from Sonora,
Mexico, who came to California as a child during
the Gold Rush of 1849. He accompanied his mother,
Manuela, and a sibling who is variously described
as a brother or a sister. The Robles were part of a
“wave” of emigrants who poured in from both northern Mexico and Latin America, many to the San
Joaquin River tributaries and the “southern mines.”
At precisely what point the Robles came to the
Livermore area is uncertain. Juanita Robles
Hargraves remembers that her father:
. . . didn’t look like an Indian. He had greyish
eyes, white hair and he was a little bit of a man.
He had a fairly good personality because he
laughed a lot. That’s all I could remember about
him. He laughed a lot and he drank a lot.18

In March 1875, Robles also script-purchased a
160-acre parcel in the Black Hills that he claimed
to have located in November 1871. Personal property as enumerated in the Tax Assessment Records
for 1872 included 10 Spanish horses, 1 Spanish cow,
and 700 sheep. The band of sheep grew to 900 by
1877, when he also had 75 acres under cultivation:
60 in wheat and 15 in barley.
Robles married three times and was considered
quite a “Don Juan.” His third wife, Elisa Palomares,
was a 13-year-old orphan when Tomas married her
ca. 1891. Her father, Miguel Garcia de Palomares,
was born in Mexico and her mother, Virginia
Miranda, was California-born and was either the
daughter or granddaughter of one of the first grantees of the Vasco grant, Manuel Miranda. Mrs.
Palomares apparently spoke impeccable “Castilian”
Spanish.
Elisa Palomares’s parents owned 160 acres in
the Black Hills and had $40 worth of horses by
1872. The couple raised four daughters, Entacia,
Madrona, Tita, and Elisa. By 1886 Virginia
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Palomares was dead, so that Miguel, on his deathbed, entrusted the guardianship of his four minor
children to his brother-in-law Francisco (Frank)
Miranda. The agreement was that Frank would receive any rents or profits from the Palomares holdings, and upon their “majority” each daughter would
receive one-fifth of the property. Both Miranda and
Palomares signed with their marks, as neither could
read or write. The document was witnessed by Valentine Alviso, husband to Josefa Livermore and relative of one of Los Vaqueros’s original grantees. The
close ties within the Spanish-Mexican community
are further suggested when we note that the mother
of Miguel Palomares was Michaela Valenzuela.
Whether or not she was a blood relation of Black
Hills vaquero Romualdo Valenzuela is unknown.
Tita eventually married Mexican-born Basilio
Pena and they lived on 40 acres in the Black Hills.
Local rancher Jack Gleese recalls that the whole Pena
ranch was in grapes. Pena sold wine during Prohibition and made “the most wonderful claret.” Entacia
married Charles Andrews, a California native of Spanish and Italian descent. The Andrews family had 80
acres. French-born Adolph Grisel was married to
Madrona and had 40 acres with a vineyard.
Tomas and Elisa Robles were thus in close contact with several interrelated households who generally described themselves as “old Spanish.”
Winemaking, for three of the four families at least,
was a major avocation.
Tomas Robles owned a hay press and he traveled from farm to farm throughout the area with a
crew of Basque, Italian, Portuguese, and Spanish
workers. Elisa Robles prepared the workers’ meals
and was considered a “great cook.” By 1903 Tomas
Robles had moved down to Livermore although he

continued to own land in the Black Hills. In the same
year, Elisa Robles was listed as the taxpayer on the
20 acres she had inherited from her father. She continued to live in the foothills until about 1920 and
worked the land with the help of her oldest boys.

End of an Era
By 1900 many of the early “Spanish” homestead applicants had lost their land and moved out.
Small parcels were gradually bought up and consolidated for stockraising. Portuguese-Azorean immigrants moved into the area, and relations between
the Portuguese and the “Spanish” who remained
were none too cordial, as Juanita Hargraves (née
Robles) recalled:
. . . well the people around us didn’t like us.
They would stand up on the hill and call us
every name under the sun . . . because we were
different. They were the Portuguese, all Portuguese.

Undoubtedly a “culture clash” existed between
the two groups that was exacerbated by a kind of
“outsider” attitude on the part of many of these Hispanic farmers. Many men produced their own wine
and grappa, a brandy distilled from wine, and drank
heavily. One descendent bluntly described the men
who lived on the surrounding farms as “all demons,”
while the women—mothers, aunts, and grandmothers—were remembered as hardworking, if overly
stern.
The Robles were the last of the early Californio
and Mexican settlers to maintain a presence in the
Black Hills. When Elisa Robles died and her land
was sold to local rancher T.K. Taylor, this chapter
of local history was closed.
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COMMUNITY, MEMORY, AND MARGINALITY:
FERMIN VALENZUELA AND ANDREW LINDHOLM
Confirmed bachelors often live at the social
edges of a community and thus may elude documentation. If deceased they cannot speak for themselves, and, one assumes, they leave no descendants
to remember them and tell their stories. And yet if
we value a pluralistic and democratic history, then
it is essential that we do not selectively forget these
solitary characters—the hermits, peddlers, squatters, and ranch hands—who were integral to every
farming community. What role did they play? How
did they affect the community? And how are they
remembered?
Living out at Los Vaqueros in niches between
tenant ranches, or perhaps as tenants themselves,
were a number of men who were often thought of
as eccentric characters. Frank Raffett (a.k.a. “French
Frank”), as an example, was dubbed “the Iron Man”
after he reportedly refused anesthesia during an
operation. It is said that he only cried out when the
doctors cut off a piece of his liver. Raffett never
married and was known for his homemade wine.
His ranch was part of the social network for Italian
families in the area, partly because he operated a
bocce ball club.
Another apparently confirmed bachelor and
recluse was a retired San Francisco policeman who
spent his last days chopping wood in the Vasco on
the old Morchio Place: “ . . . and they found him
long dead in that little cabin. John Harrington was
his name.” Squatters, known locally as “chicken and
egg men,” alone or with their families, made a living the best they could and at the goodwill of their
neighbors. Itinerant tradesmen—harness makers,
blacksmiths, and peddlers—visited the ranches seasonally and were valued for their skill and perhaps
their companionship.
But in community memory no two men were
more keenly remembered than Fermin Valenzuela
and Andrew “the Swede” Lindholm.19 Valenzuela
and Lindholm had several traits in common. Both
were confirmed bachelors who lived during the end
of the 19th and up to the middle of the 20th centuries. Both lived, or originally lived, in the rugged
Black Hills overlooking the Vasco grant. Both were
described as larger-than-life characters, evocative

of early American folk heroes. Both reportedly drank
heavily, to their detriment. Both were perceived as
“ethnic;” Andrew most clearly as “the Swede” and
Fermin less clearly as Mexican or Indian, or both.

“Big Man” Fermin Valenzuela
Fermin Valenzuela was described by his Black
Hills neighbor Jack Gleese as a “big man,” a “great
big lean man” about 6 feet, 4 inches tall, with dark
hair and a ruddy complexion. “He was a well-kept
man. He’s not like any of these that you see on
television: his hair was cut. In the early days, none
of us looked like these people they call ‘old-timers’
now on television.” The Contra Costa County Great
Registers for the 1860s through the 1890s list
Fermin as 6 feet tall.
Valenzuela was both a crack teamster and a
vaquero, a real “cowboy’s cowboy,” “just a damn
good horseman.” Whether he is described as patient with horses or commanding and even harsh
varies with the narrator. Fred Mourterot, who
worked as a teamster with Valenzuela at the Bordes
Ranch around 1917 remembered that Valenzuela
“worked at the Bordes when I was working up there
one year and he’d go in the morning to feed the
horses and [he’d say] ‘Back boys.’ And they’d all
back up out of their stall. And I’d go to feed mine
and [laughing] I couldn’t get them out of there!”
On another occasion in Livermore Mourterot recalled:
I seen him down here at the railroad tracks
when he was loadin’ hay, in the cars, and had
a six-horse team. And the train came along and
it [the wagon/team] started to jackknife. He
never touched the line. He grabbed the whip,
whamm! and he hollered [?]. He had a voice
that scared a horse. . . . He did. But he could
handle a whip and a team of horses, I tell you,
the best I ever seen.

Jack Gleese, in contrast, remembered that
Valenzuela was patient. “He didn’t fly off the handle
and he didn’t beat the animals. He was a good man.”
Fermin Valenzuela was the son of a vaquero,
Ramon (or Romualdo) Valenzuela. By the 1870
census Romualdo lived on 160 acres in the Black
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Fermin Valenzuela. Posing next to a mower at the Bordes Ranch, Fermin Valenzuela appears
to be in his element. (Courtesy Franklyn Silva.)

Hills with his Mexican-born wife, Dolota, and their
six young children. Although Romualdo’s 1892 probate notes that Fermin was 24 at the time, the son
was not counted in the 1870 census (unless he is
possibly the 3-year-old “female infant”). Likewise,
Fermin was not mentioned by name in the 1880 census enumeration. Official records for these Black
Hills families are imprecise at best, due undoubtedly to language barriers and an ever-shifting definition of family that was alien to the non-Hispanic
workers who trudged through the hills and filled
out official forms. The 1920 census lists Fermin’s
age as 61, thus he was born around 1859. His obituary in the Livermore Herald on May 19, 1939, however, notes that Valenzuela, a “ranch worker for
many years,” was 68 years, 10 months, and 8 days.
By this accounting Fermin Valenzuela was born in
1870.
Ethnically Fermin is described by neighbors as
“an Indian,” or as a Mexican, “with a little black
mustache,” or as “Indian mixed with Mexican . . .
because he was very very red skinned.” It is likely
that he was both. Fermin’s father’s family was in
California at least by 1800, suggesting that the
Valenzuelas were either Californios or missionized

Indians. Fermin’s mother, Mexican-born, could also
be Indian rather than mestizo. It is fair to assume
that Spanish was the primary language spoken in
the Valenzuela household. Romualdo Valenzuela
testified for the Homestead Proof of his neighbor
Tomas Robles in 1884. Robles had missed his filing date because, as Fermin explained, he was a
poor Mexican and spoke English “indifferently.”
The Valenzuelas moved to a neighboring 80
acres in 1874 and sold their 160-acre homestead
for $1,000. The family was always in debt, and upon
Romualdo’s death in 1892 the property was sold to
pay off a variety of bills.
Perhaps it was his family’s financial problems
that led Fermin to a brief career as a cattle rustler.
In 1897 he and Adolph Silva were arrested for stealing eight head of cattle from Hans Christensen. The
Livermore Herald followed the story as it developed and observed, “Vallenzulla [sic] heretofore has
borne the reputation of a steady and reliable workman. He is well known among the valley farmers
and was universally liked.” Valenzuela turned state’s
evidence and confessed, much to the apparent disgust of his partner in crime. On another occasion,
Fermin had to be “bailed out” of some difficulty in
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the coal mines at Mount Diablo by “Brother”
Bordes.
Fermin Valenzuela had his own little place in
the late teens, just south of the county line among
some sumac trees, although at that time he worked
for local ranchers. By 1920 he apparently had lost
this semblance of independence, and was moving
from one local tenant ranch to another. In community memory he is normally associated, however,
with the Bordes Place, as the teamster for the harvesting crews. Valenzuela worked intermittently at
the Vallerga Ranch near the county line, and John
Vallerga, a child at the time, remembered Fermin
with respect: “Oh skill! He was one of the best teamsters around. Whenever they had to hook up a bunch
of horses they always went and got Fermin and never
say nothin’ to him. Just turn him loose.” “He could
handle . . . as many horses as you put in front of
him. He even drove the first two wheelers . . . with
his feet.”
That Fermin was a heavy drinker is clear: “You
could never depend on him. He’d go to town Saturday night, get drunk, and might not come back on
Monday.” This aside, Valenzuela must have been a
robust man and an extraordinary worker, almost
bigger than life. He was described as in his “late
30s or 40s” when, in truth, he was nearing 60.
Valenzuela moved into Livermore when the Vasco
grant was divided and sold following Mary
Crocker’s death. He continued to work on occasion
for local ranchers he had known on the Vasco. As
Vallerga recalled, “When we were in Brentwood,
up in Deer Valley . . . he’d come over there and help
my dad. Then tinker around and my Dad used to
give him a few dollars. . . . he always told me he
come over there for a vacation.” Valenzuela was
taciturn about his early life and family ties: “He
was never married; he never did talk too much about
his birth.” He died in Livermore in 1939. As Jack
Gleese recalled, “He was a good man . . . he was a
good man.”

Andrew “The Swede” Lindholm
In contrast to Fermin Valenzuela, the ethnicity
and cultural heritage of Andrew “the Swede”
Lindholm is hardly in question. Andrew “Lundholn”
was enumerated on the 1910 census as a 55-year-

old farmer from Sweden. He reported at the time
that he immigrated in 1885. Between the years of
1879 to 1893, more than half a million Swedes left
for North America. Although in the 1840s and 1850s
immigrant families were the norm, by Andrew’s time
the trend was reversed. In 1900 two-thirds of all
Swedish immigrants were single men or women.20
Andrew rented 160 acres at Los Vaqueros from
ca. 1910 to 1940 from a Prussian merchant, Louis
Grunauer. His nearest neighbors, the Gleeses, were
Irish American ranchers who described Lindholm’s
land as “worthless.” His place was close to the
Vasco but above the chemise brush and into the oak
timberland. Nevertheless, the terrain afforded Andrew a comfortable living. He cut firewood to sell
and brought it down through the Vasco by horse
and cart or went up over the Black Hills, through
the Gleese Ranch, to reach the Morgan Territory
Road.
Andrew “the Swede”—only the Gleese family
knew his last name—trapped, hunted quail and deer,
and raised chickens. He had a small orchard that
included a Ponderosa lemon that produced “phenomenal fruit.” “Each lemon would make a cup of
juice.” John Vallerga visited the Swede’s place as a
schoolchild and he too recalled these lemons.
Vallerga had never seen a lemon tree before: “that
lemon tree just sits in my mind today.” Oscar Starr’s
ranch foreman, Ed Gomez, also spoke highly of
Andrew’s apple tree: “that was the best apples you
would ever want to taste.”
There was apparently nothing Lindholm could
not do with a rope, and he was an expert carpenter.
The barn at his place was “beautiful, there wasn’t a
warp in it anywhere.” Prior to the advent of automobiles in the area he made several wheel sleds for
himself and his neighbors. His one-room cabin and
yard were “clean and beautiful.” He also had a storehouse built of handhewn sandstone blocks where
he kept his canned fruits and vegetables.
Like Valenzuela, Lindholm was a confirmed
bachelor and, reportedly, a hard drinker. But unlike
Valenzuela, who worked throughout the Vasco,
Andrew Lindholm largely kept to himself, thus earning a reputation as a hermit. Jack Gleese defended
his one-time neighbor: “He wasn’t actually a hermit. . . . he liked to live in the mountains, and he
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Andrew “The Swede’s” Barn. The remains of
Andrew’s barn are unprepossessing at first glance, but
upon further inspection the workmanship of a craftsman
becomes apparent. Well-fit planks and joints are visible
in the dilapidated structure. In its time, it was described
as “marvelous,” and was renowned throughout Los
Vaqueros.

liked to live there by himself. And he didn’t want
anybody to bother him. He and his cats [laughs].
He had two cats, two Maltese cats. And they were
huge. . . .” Even Gleese had to admit though that
Andrew could be a “contemptuous [cantankerous?]
old son-of-a-gun” but always polite around the ladies. Visitors to Andrew’s might be treated cordially
or rebuffed, depending on the old man’s mood. On

at least two occasions schoolchildren hiked up to
his place with their teacher and were offered glasses
of spring water.
Andrew is remembered for his prodigious
strength, “strong as an ox.” “Oh he was a marvelous man. Boy, that man could carry a hundred pound
sack of grain on his back all the way down to his
place.” Andrew had light blue eyes and stood about
five feet six or seven, with “wide shoulders that tapered down to narrow hips. . . [with] a big heavy
chest, broad shoulders.”
John Gleese, Sr., helped to secure a small county
pension for the old Swede as he became elderly:
“He’d come down into town, cash his check, lay in
a supply of groceries, and get drunk on the rest of
it.” On one occasion one of the Grueninger brothers reportedly found Andrew passed out drunk in a
water trough in Byron. The farmer pulled the old
man out and revived him.
Mr. Gleese also took Andrew to the County
Hospital in Martinez where he died around 1940.
Before his death Andrew claimed to be “over 100
years old.” In actuality he was probably closer to
85.
A basic premise of the Mexican celebration Dia
de los Muertos (Day of the Dead) is that as long as
someone remembers you, then you never truly die.
Hopefully through these biographies, Andrew and
Fermin will remain alive in community memory and
history.
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CHARLES MCLAUGHLIN, RAILROAD BARON
In October 1867, 34-year-old Charles
McLaughlin took possession of two properties in
San Francisco that he would lease for the rest of his
life: a suite at the Palace Hotel, and offices at No.
16 Montgomery Street. Both addresses were excellent ones, attainable only by those who had succeeded in the business world—through family connections, hard work, or cunning. It seems likely that
McLaughlin was celebrating one of his life’s major
successes, which had just taken place that week:
the sale, to Central Pacific’s Big Four, of the valuable railroad franchise from the Pacific Coast to
the Mississippi held by him and his partners, who
had recently formed the Southern Pacific Company.
The franchise was so coveted that the Southern Pacific was bought for the full price asked. McLaughlin
cleared huge sums in cash on the deal, but that was
minimal next to his land acquisitions. Because the
Big Four could not pay all the costs in cash,
McLaughlin acquired over 111,000 acres of land
within 10 miles of the railroad—including many of
the surveyed sections surrounding Los Vaqueros.
Despite all the lands he had just received,
McLaughlin had his heart set on another one: within
a month of the deal he purchased John C. Fremont’s
half interest in Rancho el Pescadero—a short distance east of Los Vaqueros near the town of Tracy.
Twice the size of Los Vaqueros, McLaughlin’s
spread was known as Bantos Ranch and became
the home of his prize thoroughbreds. Thus, when
McLaughlin seized the opportunity to own Los Vaqueros years later, his prime motive may have been
expanding his Bantos holdings—not owning the land
that so many others had fought for. He continued
non-stop in his acquisitions; by 1871 Charles
McLaughlin was among the five largest private landholders in the state, with 300,000 acres in his name.21

in Marysville. There he established the California
Stage Company, which readily expanded into one
of the most extensive transportation networks in the
state, with hundreds of miles of road and numerous
stations. One of his stage lines was the active route
between San Francisco and San Jose; so when San
Francisco wanted to modernize, replacing the stage
with a railroad, McLaughlin was the one to take on
the task. Thus it was in August 1860 that he became the leader of a group of men who built the
third railroad in California—the San Francisco &
San Jose. This enterprise failed, but the group was
solidly on its way.
By the end of 1864, Charles McLaughlin signed
a contract with the newly formed Western Pacific
Railroad Company, in the amount of $5,400,000,
to construct a 123-mile railroad from San Jose via
Niles and Stockton to Sacramento. Right after the
new year, a firm headed by Jerome B. Cox subcontracted with McLaughlin; they would grade the
Western Pacific railroad from San Jose to Stockton, do the necessary mason work, build the necessary bridges, viaducts, culverts, and so on, preparing the road completely for laying down the rails
and ties. The subcontractors had completed the work
to Niles Canyon, a distance of almost 21 miles, when
McLaughlin ceased making payments. Since Cox
had spent all his own money, he was compelled to
stop work. McLaughlin denied their right to cease
work, at the same time not acknowledging that Cox
had nearly $158,000 due him for the work already
done. The whole deal ended badly. McLaughlin
completed the railroad, but neither Western Pacific
nor, later, McLaughlin could finance the operation.
Leland Stanford—not yet officially part of the Central Pacific railroad—bought out the company at
considerable loss to McLaughlin.

The First Million

Death of a Capitalist

It seems likely that it was a good deal of cunning and hard work, along with a youthful back,
that helped McLaughlin secure his first million dollars in 1867. Born in Pennsylvania around 1833,
he was still a teenager when he arrived in California in early 1850 and located near the northern mines

The damage was not permanent, and
McLaughlin would be besting Stanford soon in the
splendid sale of October 1867. What was lasting
from his contract for Western Pacific was his refusal to pay his subcontractors, who over the years
were represented by Jerome Cox only. Cox first
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brought McLaughlin to court in April 1867. He continued appealing the case over the next 16 years
and 8 months, until finally—nearly mad from frustration and desperation—he shot and killed Charles
McLaughlin.
The murder occurred when the two men were
alone, so precisely what happened will never be
known. McLaughlin did live for more than an hour,
however, allowing both men to recount the story in
front of witnesses. Here is what was recorded:22
Young Arthur Casey, a young man employed
in McLaughlin’s office, came running breathless and hatless into the court of the Old City
Hall. He darted in from the Washington street
side, and said, excitedly to office Samuel Alden,
who was the only policeman in sight, “For
God’s sake come over quick to no. 16 Montgomery avenue.”

felt that the rich man had used as a means of oppression the only legitimate resource the poor man
has—the courts. And when Cox maddened by the
impossibility of getting justice peaceably, became
the righter of his own wrongs, he was pardoned instantly by public opinion.” In 1886 the United Labor Party nominated Cox for Governor of California and, that same year, the Superior Court awarded
him the sum of $98,228.49 in his lawsuit against
McLaughlin; this time the attorneys did not win their
appeals.23

When the officer arrived at the scene he asked:
“What was this about,” McLaughlin answered:
“A lawsuit. He called me into this room and
told me that if I did not pay him $40,000 he
would kill me, and then he commenced to
shoot, firing at me three times, and the first
shot striking me in the neck.” When
McLaughlin had ceased speaking, Cox, who
had paid close attention to what had been said,
spoke saying as he cast his glance toward the
prostrate form of McLaughlin; “You know you
lie. Don’t die with a lie upon your lips”

After a doctor informed McLaughlin that there was
no hope for survival, McLaughlin made a final statement that repeated his original accusation: “. . . I
have always been willing to settle with the man on
fair terms. He shot me three times, once in the neck,
once in the breast, and once in the stomach. The
pistol was pointed first at my brain.” McLaughlin
expired after making only a faint mark certifying
his statement. Cox pleaded self-defense and a “most
formidable weapon,” a 10-inch “hunter’s improved
knife,” was found in McLaughlin’s right hip pocket.
At the Coroner’s inquest the next day, the jury
heard testimony and, after an hour’s deliberation,
ruled that Jerome B. Cox acted in self-defense. Captain Cox, a Civil War hero, was a popular man indeed; the majority of Californians felt that
McLaughlin had got what he deserved: “The public

“A Capitalist Slain.” This version of the sensational
story of McLaughlin’s murder was carried in the San
Francisco Chronicle on December 14, 1883.
McLaughlin showed a remarkable presence of mind as
he lay dying on his office floor. According to this paper,
he began his statement to police by saying, “I believe I
am going to die. My name is Charles McLaughlin. I am
about 50 years of age. I was born in Pennsylvania. I was
shot by Jerome B. Cox.”
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Mystery Man
What kind of a man was Charles McLaughlin?
We judge our millionaires harshly, tending always
to side with the underdog. In fact Jerome Cox may
have been a habitual hot-head, instead of a reasonable man driven to unusual acts by desperation;
years before, he had attacked a judge who had ruled
against him. In McLaughlin’s defense, he may have
believed that the Central Pacific bought the debt to
Cox when they bought out the railroad franchise. In
fact, one modern defender asks, “Could it be the
battery of lawyers who fought Cox to a standstill
were employed by, and working for, the Big Four
and not for McLaughlin?”24 We do not know. Oddly,

despite McLaughlin’s position at his death as the
second largest landholder in the state (second only
to Leland Stanford), as president of the Central Gas
Light Company, and as a major figure in the transportation history of the state, few words are written on the man himself. From court transcripts we
know his caretaker called him Mac, that he could
be approached on the street with a business deal,
that his wife, Kate, and he traveled frequently by
land and sea, and that he had a passion for horses.
And from his last words, we can tell that to the end
his mind was on business; rather than bid his wife
and friends farewell, he chose to protest the fairness
of his dealings and thereby one-up any opponent.
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STICKS AND STONES: BUILDING IN LOS VAQUEROS
The elements that constitute the rural historic
landscape of Los Vaqueros include its farming and
ranching complexes, pastures, windbreaks and
windmills, orchard plantings, roads and trails, corrals, fences, water troughs, and livestock shelters.
Traditions and innovations in construction, spatial
arrangement, and design reflect the diverse cultural,
social, and economic circumstances of an area’s
inhabitants. The particular mix that came together
on the Vasco is what made the landscape of Los
Vaqueros unique. It was ultimately a landscape of
work—hard work that was perhaps not always rewarding, but the vernacular landscape the people
constructed with “sticks and stones” tells a story
about what was needed to live and farm at Los Vaqueros.25
Even though the tone of building custom was
set by the landowners, individuals who occupied the
Vasco influenced the look of the land with their own
choices, innovations, and craftsmanship. A variety
of building methods and materials can be found at
Los Vaqueros. The earliest were, of course, the adobes that were erected in the mid-19th century. Later,
wood-frame buildings predominated. Later still
came the stucco ranch houses and riveted metal farm
buildings of the Starr Ranch. But, above all, the
widespread use of stone construction distinguished
building at Los Vaqueros. The native origins of the
builders—Basque, Mexican, Spanish, Yankee, German, and Italian—can be seen in type, style, and
methods of construction. The blending of cultural
traditions resulted in a utilitarian landscape that was
both functional and individually expressive.

Tenant Ranches
The tenant system of farming that was established in Los Vaqueros in the 19th century was the
governing force that defined the landscape well into
the 20th century. Ranches were spread out widely
over the land grant, leaving them isolated from each
other. The dominant pattern of land ownership was
of a single owner who was responsible for the basic
“improvements” that would facilitate successful
agricultural use of the land. These facilities usually
consisted of a barn and possibly a house, constructed
strictly for utilitarian purposes. In this respect the

vernacular landscape of the Vasco grant acquired a
rather industrial character, with much more uniformity in design and less individual investment in stylish or more permanent architecture than is found in
a community of landowners. Tenants often built
enclosures around their leaseholds and erected additional buildings and structures they deemed necessary for their operations. Sometimes, when tenants packed up and moved from their ranches, they
took their own outbuildings with them.
Removed at some distance from the comforts
and convenience of town life, ranches in the Vasco
had to be fairly self-sufficient operations that could
accommodate the needs of commercial ranching and
grain farming in addition to providing for the needs
of the family. Typical components of a ranch on the
Vasco grant included a dwelling for the family, a
privy, a bunkhouse for hired help, at least one barn
for horses and/or cattle, a granary, storage sheds,
chicken houses, a well, blacksmith shop, and a system of fences and corrals. In the 20th century, eucalyptus trees were the popular choice for a windbreak
because they grew very tall very quickly. Ranching
complexes were generally laid out in a moderately
dense cluster, making for an efficient use of time
and travel between the work areas and the house.
The Bordes ranch serves as a good illustration of
what a successful ranching operation on the Vasco
would have looked like. In 1919 the Bordeses had
two horse barns, tack room, granary, harness shed,
chicken houses, a bunkhouse that accommodated six
to eight men, harvester shed, blacksmith shop,
smokehouse, a well and windmill, a stone corral, and
the family residence with a privy nearby. The estate
of the landowner, Mary Crocker, appraised the land
of only two improvements in 1929, a five-room house
and a barn. The additional outbuildings and ancillary
structures were erected by the tenants themselves and
belonged to them.

Stately Barns
The barns in Los Vaqueros were generally the
largest and most distinguished buildings on the ranch
and were undoubtedly the most significant buildings in farming operations. Until recently, a few
stately barns remained standing at Los Vaqueros,
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such as the wood-frame, three-bay barn at the Starr
Ranch. Mostly, what is left of the barns that graced
the landscape are their stone foundations, which
actually tell us a lot about the size and configuration of a typical Vasco barn. Western barns tended
to be, on the whole, larger than their counterparts
in the eastern United States. Barns in Los Vaqueros
generally lived up to this reputation, being about
50 feet wide.
Inextricably tied to their local environments,
barn forms are often directly a function of climate,
geography, resources, land-use activities, and cultural identity.26 Old photographs suggest that barnbuilding in Los Vaqueros belonged to a single tradition: the transverse-frame structure that is found
in the barns of New England. The barn at the Perata/
Bonfante ranch site (and possibly at the Weymouth/
Rose ranch site) illustrated this tradition, and even
improved upon it. It was a good, general-purpose
barn with large doors at both gable ends so that
machinery and wagons could be driven straight
through. Access to the stalls in the side bays could
be gained from either the center aisle or aisles that
were located on the far sides. Multiple access freed
up the side spaces so that the stalls could be con-

verted for other uses, such as storage or additional
work areas. The barn had a large hay loft that made
the ground floor available for traffic and work. Hay
could be easily loaded by a pulley system—or “hay
trolley”—through the upper gable loft doors. These
upper openings also provided necessary ventilation
for the hay, thus preventing the possibility of spontaneous combustion and fire. One of the loft doors
at the Perata/Bonfante barn had a hay hood, which
would have kept the brunt of the rain from coming
into the barn and spoiling the hay.27
Barns in Los Vaqueros were built for utility and
served multiple purposes. Construction was economical and functional with no attention to “fancy”
architectural details. Even so, there are some fine
examples of building craftsmanship, such as the
stone work that was lavished on the foundations and
floors of the barns and the renowned woodworking
of Andrew “the Swede.” Black Hills rancher Jack
Gleese recalled that Andrew “had a marvelous barn
that he built all by hand.” The one-story, one-bay
barn erected by Andrew Lindholm and admired
throughout the territory was constructed entirely of
redwood. Andrew the Swede may have developed
his carpentry skills when he was a sailor, before he

Big Barns, Small Homes. The economic priorities of Los Vaqueros farmers are reflected in the emphasis on working
structures versus the family house. The barn at the Starr Ranch (left) was built in the 20th century and used to stable
horses. The horses probably had more room than Andrew and Mary Fragulia, who, for a short time, called this small
building (right) home. (Barn courtesy Dell Upton; house courtesy Paul Fragulia and Marie Bignone [née Fragulia].)
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settled in the Black Hills, or learned them in his
native Scandinavian country, where woodworking
is an art.

“Be It Ever So Humble . . .
. . . There’s no place like home.” And humble
they were, the modest abodes that Los Vaqueros
farmers and their families called home. If the barn
was the stately mansion of the grant, then the family ranch house represented a more egalitarian structure, devoid of pretension. That most of the dwellings on the Vasco were built strictly for shelter and
not for “show” was probably because their occupants did not own the land they lived on, and, in
many cases, did not own their houses. The economic
priorities of generating adequate income from farming and ranching took precedence, as evidenced by
the time and money spent on erecting and maintaining the necessary outbuildings and structures. More
importantly, perhaps, the close-knit nature of family life in Los Vaqueros may have nullified the need
to seek material fulfillment or status in stylish residential architecture. The warmth of the family could
make any home a cozy haven.
Most families lived in an “old-fashioned country house, nothing fancy,” as one resident put it.
Houses in Los Vaqueros were typically one-story,
and of single-wall construction with a gable roof.
In single-wall construction, the top plate of the frame
is secured to vertical boards that have been nailed
to the four corners of the sills. Additional vertical
members, often obtained from “first-cut” redwood,
are then nailed to the sill and the plate, forming a
single-wall thickness. The boards could be battened
down with thin vertical strips of wood overlapping
the board edges, creating what is known as “boardand-batten” siding. No additional framing on the
interior hides the structural elements, which many
people would cover with muslin, newspapers, or
cheesecloth to create some additional protection
from the cold air that might come whistling through
the cracks. In the Bordes house, the interior walls
were papered with burlap. The advantages of singlewall construction are that there is no dead space to
trap moisture, which encourages rot, and the boxlike structure puts equal stress on the four corners
so that the walls do not lean or sag.28

Little houses on the Vasco often grew into bigger houses as rooms were added to accommodate
growing families. For the first years of their marriage, Andrew and Mary Fragulia lived in a tworoom “shack” with a dirt floor. It was later converted into an outbuilding on the ranch. As their
success in farming continued through the years, they
constructed a larger house that turned out to be one
of the most impressive on the Vasco. By 1929, their
“improvements” included a six-bedroom house with
a two-seat privy out in back. The residence was in
the building tradition of Los Vaqueros, one-story
and single-wall. It had a kitchen, large living room,
six bedrooms, and a full cellar, where the family
stored their homemade wine, goat cheese, and other
foodstuffs.

The Uses of Stone
Anyone who has ever spent a summer afternoon
out in the blistering hot valley of the Vasco grant can
appreciate the impact that environmental conditions
of Los Vaqueros had on its inhabitants. Located in a
Mediterranean climatic zone, with essentially two
seasons consisting of hot, dry summers and relatively
mild, wet winters, the vernacular landscape of Los
Vaqueros was influenced by way in which people responded to these conditions through their construction choices. Farmers had to come up with solutions
to the problems of keeping things cool in an era before electricity was in widespread use. Stone construction helped to solve these problems because it provided insulation and it was cool to the touch when
kept out of the sun.
Local stone was used in construction all over
Los Vaqueros, for floors, cellars, and other surfaces.
It was roughly worked—if at all—and held together
by no more than a mud-based mortar. Frequently,
stone structures were “dry-laid,” that is, without any
type of mortar. Barn foundations and partial floors
were constructed of local sandstone, roughly shaped
and fitted together like a giant jigsaw puzzle. Stone
pavements were also a good antidote for the mud
created by winter storms. Cobbles and pavers were
laid along pathways and outside entryways to barns
and other outbuildings to prevent the important work
areas of the ranch from becoming a sea of mud, trapping tractor wheels, and making work impossible.29
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Barn Stone Floor. This is what remains of the large barn that once stood at the Weymouth/Rose site on the
east side of the Kellogg Creek Valley. The stonework is extensive and forms both foundation and partial
floor. There is no mortar between the stones, but they are carefully laid in an interlacing network that keeps
the structure strong.

Stone cellars were also important in Los Vaqueros because they furnished cool storage for perishables. The cellar at the Connolly’s ranch was underneath the house and had an evenly laid stone floor.
At the Perata/Bonfante and Weymouth/Rose ranches
the cellars were situated next to the stream—to take
advantage of the cool water—and had stone sides
for full effect. The Perata/Bonfante cellar was even
dug into a hillside, below the level of the groundwater, so that it was constantly filled with cool water. A drain pipe kept the water level from getting
too high. This cellar must have been much like the
one that Jack Gleese remembered at Andrew “The
Swedes” place:
And he had a fruit cellar. . . . made of 12 by 16
hand-hewn sandstone blocks, no mortar. Built
right into the side of the hill. And there was a
spring by the side of the hill, and the water
would come out. And he had a little ditching
system in the floor of his cellar that, where he
kept things. And the water would run through
there. So it kept it cool in there all the time.

Stone construction at Los Vaqueros was not limited to buildings, but included other types of structures such as the dry-laid stone corrals on the range

lands. When these were constructed and by whom
is not altogether certain, but some of the local people
speculate that they were built by Spanish (or possibly Basque) sheep ranchers in the 19th century. One
of these stone corrals is a semi-circular one that was
constructed on the Tomas Robles homestead in the
Black Hills. It uses fence posts and oak trees, with
barbed wire strung between them in its construction, and measures approximately 90 by 80 feet.
The corral, constructed using dry-laid stones, features two small internal compartments. It was used
well into the 20th century and regularly maintained.
With walls only about 4 feet high, the corral was
probably used for sheep that grazed in the hills.
Perhaps the most curious stone structure in the
area is the three-sided livestock shelter that ASC
archaeologists excavated in 1994. The structure,
which is located along Kellogg Creek just north of
the valley, is roofless and may have served to shield
smaller livestock, such as sheep, from the driving
wind or rain, both of which can be strong at Los
Vaqueros. A design for a similar type of shelter was
published in a popular plan book for farm buildings
in the late 19th century. The proposed stone shelter
was intended for use on the open plains of the Mid-
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Livestock Shelter. Archaeologists excavted these remains of a three-sided stone structure (left) in 1994. Far from
any known house or ranch, it was probably built as a shelter for small livestock, akin to the structure pictured in an
1886 “how-to” book on building for farms (right). (Illustration reproduced from Halsted 1886, pg. 84.)

west, where sudden winter storms posed a threat to
unprotected sheep. The Los Vaqueros sheep shelter
was probably constructed by tenant rancher “French
Frank” Raffett, who leased the grazing land on
which the shelter was built. French Frank’s version

of the shelter may have been an attempt to “modernize” sheep-ranching operations at Los Vaqueros. The sheep shelter was situated next to a deep
pool in the creek, possibly for the convenience of
the sheep when they needed a drink of water.30
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THE BONFANTE RANCH THEN AND NOW
It was late April 1995 when Los Vaqueros
Project archaeologists picked their way through the
knee-high, wet grass that concealed pits and gullies
in the overgrown path leading to the old Bonfante
Place. The spring foray was in preparation for digging the archaeological site, which was in a narrow, sloped valley overlooking Kellogg Creek at
the southern end of the proposed reservoir. The first
order of business was to relocate the evidence of
the once-active farmstead that archaeologists had
first noted more than a decade before—a well, a
stone foundation, and a scatter of artifacts. Once
found, plans for more extensive excavation could
be laid.

The Peratas and the Bonfantes
According to historical records, this site was
the headquarters of a ranch farmed by two Italian
families—the Peratas and the Bonfantes. Thomas
and Catherine Perata leased the land from the
McLaughlin estate in 1885 and raised a large family there until 1908. Through an extended family
connection, John and Angela Bonfante purchased
the Peratas’ interest in the property—probably furnishings and livestock—and took over the lease.
John (born Giacomo and known to his family as
Jack) Bonfante had immigrated first to New York,
briefly returning to Italy in 1902 to marry Angela.
Following the birth of their first child, Mary, in the
province of Savona, John returned to America and
sent for Angela and Mary when he was situated. In
1906 Angela Bonfante followed her husband to
America, and the young family first settled in
Livermore before moving to the Vasco, where they
had three more children, Frances, Albert, and
Evelyn.
The Bonfantes grew hay and grain, raised farm
animals for home butchering, and had a small apricot orchard and a truck garden. They raised chickens, sold eggs for cash, and went to town only once
or twice a month to purchase sacks of beans or flour
and other staples. By the mid-1920s Evelyn, the
youngest, was the only child left at home, and her
father was getting worn down by the demanding
farm life. So, in 1927 John Bonfante sold his stock

Bonfante Family. The young Bonfantes sat for a formal
family portrait around 1912. Albert, the baby, is seated
on mother Angela’s lap; Mary stands between her
parents; and Frances is on father John’s lap. Evelyn had
not yet been born. (Courtesy Mary Vallerga and Frances
Cabral [both née Bonfante].)

“and etc.” to C.B. Almeida and retired to Oakland.
Mary and Frances Bonfante, in a series of interviews from 1992 through 1995, recounted details of the family ranch where they were raised.31
The place they remembered and the muddy, grasscovered site the archaeologists visited in the spring
of 1995 seemed, at first, very different places. But
as the archaeologists’ study progressed—as they
listened to the Bonfante sisters and considered the
history of the ranch—the disparate views jelled into
one, unified picture of life on the Vasco.

Thistles, Flats, and Depressions
Access to the old Bonfante ranch in 1995 was
most easily accomplished on foot. From a narrow
pull-off alongside Vasco Road (now “old” Vasco
Road), a barely discernible path led through a fence
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gate directly to a cliff edge a good 7 feet above
Kellogg Creek. The bridge that once spanned the
creek here was long gone, and the only alternative
was to blaze a trail through the tall grass to find a
low spot along the bank where a crossing could be
negotiated. The archaeologists climbed the steep
bank on the other side, through dense thistle, and
worked their way back to a disced fire break aligned
with the old bridge crossing. The fire break, which
curved gracefully around the toe of a steep hillside,
was actually the old roadbed of an earlier incarnation of Vasco Road.
When the archaeologists got around the toe of
the hill, a small valley opened up on the right and a
long, gradual slope led up to the old ranch site. The
remnants of the first Vasco Road continued past the
mouth of this valley, hugging the base of the hills
and curving to the north. An alert observer could
still discern the overgrown course of the road, which
was just a narrow shelf on the side of the hill. This
was once the route to the Vasco School, a route the
Bonfante children traveled most days. Frances and
Mary still remember that journey and what their
ranch looked like as they approached it on their way
home along the road: “. . . you could get on top [of
the hill] then you could see the house, all the barns
and everything.”
How different their little valley looked in 1995.
As the archaeologists entered the Bonfante’s valley
from the road below, they did not have the advantage of a hill, and the only structures that remained
standing at the site were a small barn, a series of
corrals, a cattle chute, and a livestock scale—all of
which were built long after the Bonfante’s left the
Vasco. What the archaeologists saw of the Bonfante
ranch complex were subtle landscape features that
only suggested old building sites: an incongruously
flat area covered with a dense growth of thistles (a
sure sign of disturbed ground); a cluster of large
sandstone slabs, some of which appeared worked; a
small mound of bare earth next to a depression; and
piles of structural debris hidden in the lush grass.

The Archaeology of Memory
The Bonfante sisters were encouraged to remember how their ranch was laid out, so that the
archaeologists could decide where they should con-

centrate their efforts. Mary and Frances guided an
interviewer through the drafting of a sketch map,
offering descriptions of the structures as they went
along. With their guidance, the archaeologists were
able to understand some of the landscape features
they had already noted, as well as locate evidence
of other structures that were overlooked during the
initial field visit. Another suspect flat was pinpointed and, along the creek, another cluster of sandstone blocks covered with a dense growth of thistles.
While the archaeologists focused on the physical remains of the Bonfante’s ranch, Mary and
Frances provided the personal component, relaying
memories of what these places meant in their lives.
One of the first places that the archaeologists investigated was the well, which proved an inauspicious beginning. After digging about 8 feet down,
they found indisputable evidence that someone else
had gotten there first: a foil potato-chip wrapper, a
Budweiser can, and a felt-tip pen that still worked!
But the memories of the Bonfante sisters were
intact—that well was rife with meaning for them.
The well was never equipped with a windmill, so
the sisters had to fetch water with buckets that they
would have to haul up the hill to the house. It was
hard work, and not without danger: “We’d throw
the bucket in the well; there was an eight foot board
(sometimes I think about it, it gives me the creeps).
Suppose we fell in there? We didn’t have no fear.
And we’d get a bucket of water and then she’d get
one, I’d get one, we’d carry it up to the house.”
Very little was left of the house by the time the
archaeologists got to it, but information from the
Bonfante sisters and the material remains was
complementary. The house never had much of a
foundation, so all that was left were a few flat stones,
some boards, and lots of artifacts lying on the
ground. The Bonfantes remembered it as “a funnybuilt house” because the kitchen had no doorway
into the rest of the house: “And I always thought
my poor mother, she came out on that cold porch,
to go to the kitchen. And my dad used to tell them
[the landlords], ‘Cut a hole in that wall.’ So she
wouldn’t have to go, you know. The heat from the
wood stove would go in the bedroom.”
The yard around the house was a working
place—Mrs. Bonfante “didn’t have no time to grow
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Two Views of the Bonfante Ranch. Mary and Frances remembered how their childhood ranch was arranged and
guided the drafting of this memory map (left). Archaeologists exposed the remains of many of the ranch’s buildings,
and with the aid of a transit mapped their finds (right). Remarkably, the two maps are quite similar.

flowers.” The garden was for vegetables and was
tended by a man “from the old country.” Grapes
grew on the fence surrounding the garden, and Mr.
Bonfante made his own wine. Laundry was washed
in tubs out in the yard; the archaeologists found
buttons and pennies—no doubt lost over the course
of countless washings—scattered all over the ground
in front of the house. The pennies had dates ranging
from 1902 to 1925, which spanned the years the
Bonfantes lived at the ranch. The buttons were
mostly plain, white shell sew-throughs that were
well-suited for the utilitarian work shirts they undoubtedly fastened.
Next to the house was a cellar hole that Mr.
Bonfante dug into the ground to store his wine. He
dug the cellar down to bedrock and never bothered
to line the floor or the sides. The girls remembered
it because the bulkhead entry door provided them
with a place to play: “It went down like this with
steps and it had two doors like this that opened up
because we used to get up on top of [them]; that
was the only slide we had. Get up on top of the
things. It’s a wonder we didn’t kill ourselves but
then we didn’t.” Charred posts and burned earth at

the bottom of the cellar indicated that the building
above it burned down, long after the Bonfante sisters moved away. The pit was filled with household
debris that had been lying around the yard for
years—some of it was probably the remains of the
bunkhouse and chicken house that Mary and Frances
drew on their memory map. No sign of these structures was left on the ground in 1995 because the
hillside had been swept clean in the 1950s by a landowner intent on clearing the land and filling the cellar hole.
Down the hill from the house, below the well,
was the barn, where the archaeologists had first
noticed a dense growth of thistles growing among
sandstone slabs. The slabs turned out to be part of
the barn’s foundation and floor, which was terraced
into the hillside. The barn was at least 40 by 50
feet, and, according to the Bonfantes was equipped
with a central aisle, stalls on either side for 10
horses, and a hay loft. Family photographs show
that it had vertical siding, a long sloping roof, hayloft doors in the peaks of the gable ends, and barn
doors at the corner of each gable end. Mrs. Cabral
remembered how hay was lifted into the loft:
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Well you see: when the hay’s on the wagon, it
was full of hay way up high. Well then there
was a fork that came out of the barn on a cable
[via the ridge pole protruding from the hayloft door]. And the guy out there was on the
wagon; he’d get a hold that fork and pull it
out, because it was on a rope. And you’d back
the horse, would be inside the barn. . . . When
you drove the horse out, he hooked that thing
he had on to the hay and then he had a thing
that would pull it. Would go up like this and
then down a rail and when it got down so far
we’d stop and he’d jerk the fork.

The house, barn, and well were the focus of the
Bonfante sisters’ memory map, and, probably, their
young lives. Off to the east, indicated with just an
arrow, were the blacksmith shop and the outhouse.
The sisters also talked about a granary, but did not
put it on their map. The blacksmith shop and the
granary were not places for little girls, and Mary
and Frances did not visit them often. Of the blacksmith shop, Mrs. Cabral said that they “never had
time to go [in there],” and if they did venture in
their father would shoo them out. Underneath the
granary, where Mr. Bonfante stored feed for the livestock, was a stone-lined cellar accessible via steps
at the side of the building. But the cellar was a frightening place, and the girls avoided it: “Yeah, well
you could get on the side and go down. But we never;
I was scared.” Both of these places were investigated by the archaeologists and were best understood in terms of the archaeological evidence rather

than the remembrances of Frances and Mary.
Beyond the blacksmith shop and the stone-lined
cellar was the outhouse, the only structure the
Bonfante sisters talked about that the archaeologists
did not investigate. Some of the sisters’ most poignant memories surround this structure, which was
far away from the house (“It seems like it was a
mile or two mile to me!”) and intimidating to visit
at night:
Because at night, when we went up to the outhouse, we’d take a lantern. And sometimes two
or three of us go at one time. And you could
hear those [coyote howls] up in the hills. And
some of us used to holler, “Oh, I’m scared.”
Run back to the house.

Data × Three
The Bonfante site presented researchers with
an enviable opportunity: three complementary lines
of evidence contributing to an understanding of life
in a particular Vasco family. Archival data provided
the rough sequence of events and who-was-therewhen. Archaeology presented the material facts of
life in the cellar holes, foundations, and refuse scattered across the hillsides. Oral history helped flesh
out the people and places, allowing a glimpse of
how two children viewed their lives on the farm.
No single line of evidence could tell the whole story.
Interpretation of the rich data from the Bonfante
site has only just begun as we ferret out the different
meanings that buildings on the ranch had for the people

The Bonfante Barn. Three children romp with their horse in front of the Bonfante barn in the 1910s (left), and 80
years later an archaeologist stands on just about the same spot (right). Although the barn itself is gone, the formation
of the hills in the background is the same, and the stone floor of the barn remains.
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living there, and how those meanings might be expressed in material ways. Take, for example, the rough
cellar hole next to the Bonfante’s house. To John
Bonfante it was, of course, a place to store his wine,
but on a more profound level it may have been an
expression of his cultural identity. As a tenant he did
not stand to profit from the effort it took him to dig the
hole, but dig it he did. The hole itself was roughly
shaped, unlined, and without a formal floor. It was
obviously not intended to improve the value of the
property so much as to serve a perceived need. To
Mary and Francis Bonfante the cellar provided a place
to play, an informal slide in a time before children
were provided with jungle-gyms or swing sets. They
understood what the place was used for, but its importance to them was altogether different. Years later,
after the Bonfantes moved away and the place was no
longer used as a home-site, the cellar was seen as a
dangerous hole or a convenient receptacle for the residue of abandoned domestic life.
As objective and scientific as we may try to
be, it is impossible for us as archaeologists to view
the past without being influenced by our own experiences and viewpoints. The Bonfante site is a

good lesson. Hauling gear across Kellogg Creek,
along the disced firebreak, and up the long hill to
the site every day impressed upon us the isolation
of the ranch. As expansive as the view from the
Bonfante ranch is, the hills felt close and confining. Nothing is flat—the archaeological features
were spread out up and down the slopes, and negotiating the rough terrain between them was always
a challenge. The valley itself channels air from the
open spaces above and below, acting as a wind tunnel that chills even the hottest summer days.
But the memories of Mary and Francis Bonfante
and the material remains of their lives belie the isolation and marginality we perceived. Places and situations that seemed dangerous to us (and to Mary and
Francis as adults!) were remembered with the joy the
sisters felt as playful children. The fear of venturing
to the outhouse in the middle of the night was ameliorated by the company of ever-present siblings; the
danger of falling in the open well ignored. Excavated
dishes, bottles, cans, and machinery parts came from
distant markets, revealing the limits of “self-sufficiency” and demonstrating how connected to the rest
of the world the Vasco farmers really were.

