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FIRST CONTACTS: THE SPANISH AND THE CHINESE

Explorers long sought visionary Monterey Bay. Probably Chinese were first lured to this lovely bay, a legend John Steinbeck knew: “I have been planting cypress trees to fill in some of the old ones that have died,” he wrote in 1948. “They seem to belong here. The Monterey cypress is unique in the world except for one part of China, and the myth is that the Chinese explorers long centuries before Columbus planted them here. It is known that the Chinese planted trees instead of flags as a token of discovery.” 

Not until 1542 did the Spanish plant a flag on the peninsula. An explorer sailing up from the south, Juan Rodriguez Cabrillo, named the southern end of the bay Punta de los Pinos (Point of Pines), claiming the land for Spain. 

It fell to a second explorer for Spain, the Basque Sebastián Vizcaíno, to name the peninsula in 1602 in honor of his sponsor, the Condé de Monterey. Vizcaino’s accounts blamed the crews’ scurvy on a “subtle” northwest wind that made the coast so difficult to reach from Mexico, and from then on believed that to sail into high latitudes on the Pacific shore was unhealthy.  
A new Viceroy was less enthusiastic about settling the Pacific shore, remote and hard to defend. Settlements were difficult to defend.

The California coast languished for 50 years. Ships that crossed the Pacific turned south, headed for Acapulco when America was “almost in view.” 

They knew they were close to the California coast when they saw jellyfish, kelp, birds, otters—and mountains on shore.

Early sailors thought kelp came from rivers (Sebastian, 1659, described kelp as “very broad leaves like palm butts, washed out from large rivers of the unknown northern coast of CA as one runs along it between 38 and 40 degrees of latitude; thicker nearing the shore and called ‘rafts’ by the sailors”). Later explorers thought kelp an “onion-like weed.”

Otters were called “sea doglets” or “sea monkeys” or “fish” called lobillos (“little seals”) “playing on top of the seaweed like monkeys.”  

In the 1760’s, threats of Russian and English inroads into Northern California forced the Spanish to more resolutely claim this land. They planned a series of garrisons, pueblos, and missions up the coast. Franciscian priests would, in theory, gently convert native populations.

MISSION HISTORY
Missions started in Mexico, spread to Baja by the Jesuits. Loreto was the first mission (for more information, read Steinbeck’s Sea of Cortez on Loreto). Cortez had tried to settle La Paz and the Indians had resisted—La Paz kept its reputation of being tough to handle.  Jesuits moved into Loreto instead.

In Baja, native Indians lived in groups on rancherias. Jesuit priests had the roaming groups visit missions in rotation. When Franciscians took over the Mexican missions—and when they came into California—they required natives to resettle “under the church bells.” 

In 1769, a Spaniard, Captain Gaspar de Portolá, led a band of soldiers and 200 horses and mules and around 50 mission Indians up Alta California by land. Father Junípero Serra came up the coast by sea, both searching for the stunning bay that Vizcaíno had reported. Crespi was “assigned” to the expedition by Serra.
A land expedition sought the guidance of local natives whenever possible…It took 52 days to reach San Diego, where the sea expedition met them. 

Portolá founded a presidio at Monterey in 1770 (one of only four such garrisons in the state); Serra founded the second in his string of missions along the California coast. The Mission San Carlos Borromeo Del Rio Carmelo, initially near the Presidio, moved to Carmel in 1771; at its height in 1795 sheltered some 876 Indians. 
21 California Missions hold a central place in California history and culture. For six decades, the missions controlled the lives of some 90,000 people—until 1820, when Mexican revolution ended Spanish dominance. 

After 1836, when California passed from Spain to Mexico, the missions broke up. Subsequently there has been ambivalence about mission history, especially about what place missions have in founding of the state.

In 1846 the Bear Flag revolt occurred; in 1850 California became a state. 

