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HELEN HUNT JACKSON

In her final letters to friends, Helen Hunt Jackson predicted that of all her writings, A Century of Dishonor and Ramona would be her legacy. “[They] are the only things I have done of which I am glad now…. They will live, and they will bear fruit.”1 Jackson’s Ramona, published in 1884 just ten months before she succumbed to stomach cancer, sold 15,000 copies in its first edition and has remained in print ever since.

The author of Ramona was born Helen Maria Fiske in Amherst, Massachusetts, on October 14, 1830, to a family of strict Congregationalists. Her precociousness was a source of alarm and consternation on the part of her mother and later her teachers: “Helen learns very well, but I do not drive her very much to make her very literary—she is quite inclined to question the author of everything; the Bible she says does not feel as if it were true.”2 By the time she was nineteen, both of Jackson’s parents had died from tuberculosis, and Jackson had attended several boarding schools. After graduating from Abbot Institute, Helen remained there as a teacher until 1860, when she moved to Washington, D.C., with her first husband, Lieutenant Edward Bissell Hunt.

Following the death of her second son, Rennie, in 1861, Helen Fiske Hunt began writing professionally. Before her dedication to Indian reform, Hunt had a thriving literary career as a poet and writer of children’s literature and travel sketches, most of her pieces written anonymously. She associated with some of the most notable figures of her time, such as Henry James, Edgar Allan Poe, Margaret Fuller, Ralph Waldo Emerson, George Bancroft, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, and Lydia Maria Child. As a testament to the strength of her poetic voice, five of Hunt’s poems were included in Emerson’s collection of American poetry, Parnassus. Verses, a volume of her own poetry, was published in 1870 to the praise of critics from such well-respected journals as Scribner’s Monthly Magazine and The Atlantic Monthly.3

Unlike her childhood friend, Emily Dickinson, for whom “Elysium is as far as to/The very nearest Room,” Hunt traveled widely. In 1868, Hunt began her European tour of England, France, Italy, Germany, and Austria and sent her travel sketches to Thomas Wentworth Higginson, who acted as her literary agent and was key to her early success.4 She followed her literary triumph with a transcontinental trip from New York to California in 1872 with friend Sarah Woolsey. The travel sketches and essays from this trip were published in Bits of Travel at Home. Included in this text were her first impressions of Colorado, where she had taken up residence in 1873 out of fear that the climate on the East Coast would cause her to suffer as her parents had from tuberculosis. (Jackson would travel frequently for health reasons for the rest of her life. Indeed, close to her death, she had requested advice from John Muir about a possible trip she might make into the woods, despite a fractured leg.) In 1875 she married William Sharpless Jackson, vice president of the Denver and Rio Grande Railroad, whom she had met in Colorado. The following year she published Bits of Talk in Verse and Prose for Young Folks.

The journey Jackson made from her bookish early years in Amherst to her government appointment as an agent for Indian reform in Southern California pivots on one evening in Boston. In 1879, the political intent of Jackson’s writing was formed by her attendance at a Boston lecture given by Ponca chief Standing Bear, Bright Eyes (Suzette LaFlesche), and Suzette’s brother Frank. The three were on a lecture tour to inform the American public of the injustices meted out against the Ponca tribe by the U.S. government. A group of Poncas had been arrested when they attempted to escape Indian Territory and return to their home in the Dakotas. After hearing this lecture, Jackson formed the Boston Citizenship Committee, a group whose members included the LaFlesches, Henry Dawes, and Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, to lobby for Indian sovereignty.5

In a letter to friend Moncure Conway, Jackson registers her transformation: “I have done now, I believe, the last thing I have said I would never do. I have become what I have said a thousand times was the most odious thing in the world, ‘a woman with a hobby.’ … I believe the time is drawing near for a great change in our policy toward the Indians.”6 The result was A Century of Dishonor (1881), the first of Jackson’s texts to bear her name. Jackson researched her nonfiction indictment of federal Indian policy at the Astor Library in New York City. As she would do later with Ramona, she sent copies of A Century of Dishonor to every congressman. Jackson faithfully believed that “what the people demand, Congress will do.”

Jackson traveled to Southern California in 1881 to conduct research for a series of travel sketches and articles contracted to Century Magazine on the Franciscan missions. While in Los Angeles, Jackson met and befriended Antonio F. Colonel and his wife, Mariana, who were later instrumental in providing Jackson with cultural and historical background for Ramona, particularly during California’s Mexican period (1821–48). Following its independence from Spain in 1821, Mexico took control over California; in this brief time, Mexico abolished the encomienda system that held Indians in peon slavery (the racial caste system central to Spanish colonialism) and the missions, which were secularized in 1833.

In July 1882, U.S. Commissioner of Indian Affairs Hiram Price authorized Jackson to “visit the Mission Indians, locate suitable lands within the public domain as permanent reservations, and furnish detailed descriptions of all lands,” as a special commissioner of Indian Affairs.7 Jackson toured Southern California with Abbot Kinney, who was fluent in Spanish and versed in California land law. Together, they wrote a fifty-six-page report that was submitted to Commissioner Price in July 1883. The material Jackson gathered for her report and during her tours of Southern California crystallized into the novel Ramona, which she wrote in the Berkeley Hotel in New York City, beginning in December of 1883.

Critics repeatedly reference the fervorous nature of Ramona’s conception; Jackson wrote to many of her friends of her own exhaustive writing pace as akin to a form of possession. “I write faster than I would write a letter … two thousand to three thousand words in a morning, and I cannot help it. It racks me like a struggle with an outside power…. Twice, since beginning it I have broken down utterly for a week. What I have to endure in holding myself away from it, no words can tell. It is like keeping away from a lover, whose hand I can reach.”8 Perhaps this detail persists because it adds authenticity to the sentimental aspect of the novel; if Jackson herself was moved when writing it, then the emotions it invokes in readers can be trusted. Ironically, it is the sentimental aspect of the book, namely the doomed romance between Ramona and Alessandro, that gained the attention of Jackson’s contemporary critics. Dismayed, Jackson exclaimed that her prose had been too entertaining, so much so that critics and other readers had ignored or cast aside the novel’s plea for Indian reform.

In analyzing Jackson’s Indian reform oeuvre, one notes how attentive she was to the relationship between form and content. A Century of Dishonor had been a failure, so Jackson purposely wrote with the intent of “sugaring her pill” in the novel form of Ramona. She remarked that the public would be more willing to read a novel than a piece of serious writing. In the months before her death, Jackson made plans to write a children’s book on the subject, with the hopes of raising a generation who would think and act justly. In 1891, six years after Jackson died, the “Act for the Relief of the Mission Indians in the State of California” finally passed through Congress and the Senate.9 Emily Dickinson wrote of her dear friend, “Helen of Troy will die, but Helen of Colorado, never.”10
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INTRODUCTION

MY LONG HOT RAMONA SUMMER

Denise Chávez


“My Century of Dishonor and Ramona are the only things I have done of which I am glad now…. They will live, and they will bear fruit.”
—words to a friend, by Helen Hunt Jackson



I never read Ramona when I was young and impressionable, as did a friend of mine, who read it in bed late at night, under hot and humid white sheets, by flashlight, and imagined herself in love with the beautiful and brave Indian Alessandro Assis. But I do understand what it is to imagine passion. Here is what this forbidden romance gives us: daring dreams of the unmitigated and unfulfilled yearning to be, to do, to love. As a girl, I dreamed this magic. But I am now a woman, and life has become another thing.

When I finally read Ramona I was in my fifties, long attuned to my dry, harsh desert land, with a no-nonsense approach to the soap operas of our ethnic peoples’ lives, the real and the imagined. I’d seen Hop-along Cassidy on television, and enjoyed the ridiculous unreality of a Hollywood Zorro, with his terrible accent and white face. My mother, much to my dismay, had given me a Zorro watch when I was around twelve, when I would have much preferred a Cinderella watch instead. I was inculcated with the fantasy of the American West, you White, you Injun, me Mexican—make that a wetback. I knew my place. Knew what was expected of me and how much I could navigate and traverse the unspoken boundaries and invisible membranes of my narrowly prescribed world.

I’ve lived the perceived illusion of the Land of Enchantment, having been a native of New Mexico all my life, and like all jaded, battle-weary hometown folks, fought to preserve and empower the southwestern culture and language despite the encroaching easterners, westerners, southerners, and northerners, whose one word in Spanish was “cerveza” and who removed all local flora and fauna, including aged yuccas and flowering cactus and native trees, opting instead for plants from “over there”—wherever “over there” was or is—because they are prettier, less dry-looking, less desertlike, you name it. “Why is it so brown and dusty here and why are there so many weeds?” someone asked me once. “Can’t you clean things up?”

When I was first invited to write about Helen Hunt Jackson’s novel Ramona, I felt both trepidation and curiosity. I wanted to know what all the hoopla was about and was anxious to see if Helen Hunt Jackson “got it right.” As an inveterate westerner with Meso-American Mexicana Mestiza Indigena Spanish Sephardita family roots, originally from the state of Chihuahua, México, and who knows where else, I came to the book with eyes wide open. I knew that Ramona was a popular romance, one that had continued to endure since it was first published in 1884. I also knew that Ramona was often mentioned in the company of other novels of nineteenth-century social advocacy, like Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin and María Amparo Ruiz de Burton’s The Squatter and the Don, and discovered that it was taught in Native American, Chicano, and Latino literature classes, as well as in fields of study that examine the writings of the American Southwest.

My dear Helen Hunt Jackson, let me be honest. It was hard for me to read your book. It was difficult to move past the statement, “She looked simply like a sad, spiritual-minded old lady, amiable and indolent, like her race, but sweeter and more thoughtful than their wont.” This description of La Señora Moreno struck me, hard. But I continued to read despite my perception of what appeared, to me, to be a racial slur.

All writers learn about their characters, their worlds, as they write about them. I wanted to give you a chance to become empowered and to empower your characters. I wanted to see you understand their realities within their milieu and the context of their lives. And as I came to know the world of your novel, I was deeply affected by the terrible injustice of the time as I began to see the sad plight of native people and how very unchanged our present-day world is, so like the past is the present.

I do wish someone had corrected your Spanish. I mean, really. Where you got “Ortegna” I will never know. And “Father Salvierderra” is nearly unpronounceable in any language. I couldn’t understand the origins of the name Juan Can, which brought me no small amount of irritation, as did Alessandro Assis’s name, his for the use of the obvious connection to the kindly Saint Francis of Assisi. Not to mention Aunt Ri’s peculiar malapropisms and butchered language. Frankly, I was put off by what I perceived as a clumsy outsider telling the story of a culture not her own, with all the usual hyperboles, simplistic and stereotypical extractions, reductions, and incomplete histories of a world removed in all ways.

But something compelled me to pick up Ramona again and begin anew and to continue reading during what for me was a very long and hot summer. For one thing, it dawned on me that some of this country’s most celebrated and studied classics, from Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin to Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, are loaded with typically narrow nineteenth-century Anglo views on people of other ethnic backgrounds. This is a problem to be found in so much world literature, as well. What a legacy of untruths we’ve all had to live through as readers, as we sort and shuffle through a lifetime of reading that nevertheless challenges our very core and allows us to see beyond the veil of each writer’s particular time, with its limited scope of the nature of reality.

For me, while certain aspects of Ramona may seem outdated and distant, the great power of the novel lies in its eerie immediacy and strength of voice. I often believed I was inside the characters’ heads. It felt plausible and simultaneously frustrating to be so connected to the mind of Felipe, vacillating, pondering, never taking action until it was too late. It was painful to see up close the self-serving, manipulative darkness lurking beneath the gracious veneer of the Grand Doña herself, La Señora Morena, the sacrosanct viejita with the heart of stone, in all her coy and controlling vengeance. And part of me identified with Ramona. I applauded her strength in adversity and in the changing world, where our own families, our neighbors, and the so-called powers of authority “shape-shift” in front of our eyes while telling us, “It’s all right, this is the way it is, for you, your people; accept what is.”

When Ramona’s first child died, I felt I was seeing a scene out of a movie by Pedro Infante, the famous Mexican film actor from the 1940s and ’50s. In the movie Un Rincón Cerca del Cielo, his little son dies because of lack of money and medical care. In our world, it is usually an older person who dies because they can’t afford to pay their utility bills and turn on the air conditioner in the summer or a heater in the winter. This scene plays every day around here, out West. It’s a way of life out here, out West, our Dreamy Poverty-Stricken West.

There is a lyrical beauty in Helen Hunt Jackson’s descriptions of nature that harkens to other times, when the grass was as high as a man’s waist, when rivers flowed freely and unpolluted, when the land’s spirit was unbroken, when it was respected. California is known for its rolling hills and incomparable vistas. The book gives us a vivid sense of how very beautiful it must have been before agribusiness came in and every square inch became “used” in some way or another, before the wall of people appropriated the land for their own benefit, disregarding the land herself and the people who were caretakers of that land.

Helen Hunt Jackson’s noble aspiration was to create a work of fiction that would enlighten, inform, and empower the American people to do something about injustices toward Native Americans and Mexican Americans living in the turbulent Southwest. In this century of vast devastation and greed, this wartime, this time of war, how effective has this book been? After all these years, why do we continue to kill when we know that each man, each woman, each child, only wants to live, to flourish, and to age with the memory of abundance?

It took me all summer to read the book. I lost the book once for two weeks, only to find it in my study in a forgotten bag. And yet Ramona rarely left my thoughts. When Ramona and Alessandro climbed to their homestead in the mountains, I was there, every dusty, grimy, weed-choked inch, and when La Señora Moreno breathed her last, I gave a sigh of relief, God forgive me. This sort of intractable, self-important, and controlling old bat is a wonderful villain.

Many generations of readers have identified with various aspects of this story, finding inspiration or entertainment. There were three silent movies made of Ramona. The first, filmed in 1910, featured Mary Pickford as Ramona and was directed by D. W. Griffith. The second version featured Adda Gleason as Ramona and was filmed in 1916 in the Monterey, California, area, and is considered a movie classic. The third was filmed in 1928 and starred Dolores Del Río, the Mexican film actress, and at least got closer to verisimilitude as far as casting went. Can’t say the same for the 1936 talky that featured Loretta Young as Ramona and Don Ameche as Alessandro.

My friend Rose Vasquez Butler grew up around Temecula and has been to the Ramona Bowl in Hemet, California, where the annual Ramona Pageant is performed. It’s a multimedia theater piece featuring actors, singers, dancers, and horsemen, as well as sheep and goats, all in a natural amphitheater in the rugged hills south of Hemet. Watching this grand opera, one can journey back to the early Californio history, and see the pure and innocent Ramona come to her full reckoning and power as a woman of mixed blood who must finally choose between a life of security and deception and a life of love. Rose remembers the dust of the horses, the sound of their hooves, the excitement of the hunt. She knows where Ramona, California, is, because that is her home.

I’ve never been to the Ramona Bowl, but I hope to make it there someday. Regionally, we have a pageant called Viva El Paso, replete with music, dance, theater, and song, depicting the history of La Frontera, particularly far west Texas, southern New Mexico, and northern México. Northern New Mexico features the folk play Los Moros y Los Cristianos, pitting the Moors against the Christians in a meandering and lengthy outdoor drama that features horses going back and forth, dust flying—another history of the world becoming a romanticized, Hollywood-stylized enactment of emotion and romance.

How did we become a nation of spectacle—a people who have lost our ancestral feelings and who find it easier to be dismissive of the woman who cleans our hotel room, the man who mows our lawn, and the migrant workers who pick our produce? Our native cultural elements have become a circus to be enjoyed by us, the spectators. We have become immune and deadened to the sad background of a people’s tragic and long-suffering history. Is this what Helen Hunt Jackson would have wanted?

I love the grand sweep of dramatic action and have watched many a bullfight, though it is something I now eschew for its cruelty. I have oohed and ahhed the picador who prodded the poor hapless unknowing bull, but I have long since left that unconscious person behind. Our call to action is always present. Each age has its books, its authors, its stories that demand our attention and intention.

Helen Hunt Jackson knew innately what she was doing. She knew she needed the pulse of the blood to carry her story. She knew she was writing sentimental melodrama that would entice, enthrall, and carry her readers along with its spectacle and romantic emotions, seducing them, as it were, like the naïve Ramona, who is carried along with the idea of love eternal, not knowing the harsh reality of the world outside the hacienda’s gates.

I think Helen Hunt would be happy to know that her novel has lived to delight and educate generations of people who want justice to win out after all.

—

Writers like Stowe and Jackson have seen their work live on and effect change in the minds and hearts of their readers. Most writers want this same thing, for a piece of art to turn the tide, dam the flow, staunch the wound, call out the troops, then for combatants to lay down the guns and look each other in the eye, squarely and without shame, as each one realizes that the other is but the same self, manifested in another form.

Jackson’s book A Century of Dishonor called for the evaluation of U.S. policy toward Native American people, with its admonishment in red ink on the covers of the copies that she personally sent to members of Congress: “Look upon your hands; they are stained with the blood of your relations.” How many of the legislators read this well-meaning and heavy treatise is not known. We do know Jackson then went about it another way, by inventing a new wheel, a world circular and complete, in her popular novel, Ramona, which reiterated the same points to be found in her previous tome, but which now took the guise of a popular romance.

Helen Hunt Jackson’s well-intentioned but naïve and overly sentimental picture of the American West has not yet altered the real world enough. Despite her impassioned plea to our government—with its insensitive, self-serving policy toward Native Americans and Hispanos, and its history of broken treaties—misappropriation and mismanagement of land, causing the displacement of generations of native-born people, and the ravaging and abuse of our natural resources continue to this day. The problems of Helen Hunt Jackson’s time are still with us. But as many know, to speak truth one must write fiction, as Jackson did in her day.

I proudly acknowledge the mestizaje, or mixture of races, cultures, and identities, that form a person like myself, raised on La Frontera, the Border, between México and Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona. I claim California as well because of our familial legacy of coming and going in and out of that dreamscape/utopian landscape, where all our ancestors sought a new world, a better world, a world of promise, abundance, wealth, and security—much as Mexican immigrants now view the United States in its illusionary perfection. And because of my identity, reading a book like Ramona is a deeply disturbing journey. It is a harrowing vision that is still all too real and one that forces me to articulate the inchoate yearnings of my generation for healing and transformation.

Just what does the novel Ramona have to say to readers today, and what has really transpired in the ensuing years since the book’s publication in 1884? The inquiry is worthwhile and far more encompassing than this essay. It has challenged me to look more deeply at Native American/Indian issues, human rights issues, the roles of native-born people, women’s issues, immigrants’ rights, and other underlying societal, cultural, and spiritual themes. And my conclusion is daunting and may be, no doubt, disturbing to many: Little has changed. The Spanish/Mexican conflict is still there. Northern New Mexicans call themselves Spanish while many of us southerners know we are Mexican. My father referred to himself as a “Spanish white man.” The struggle within cultures to be the one true culture is one of the great tragedies of our age.

Our people have lost their languages and we scramble to retain our native tongues. Many children can’t speak to their grandparents and parents in their birth language. And it does not matter what that language might be. As an educator, I find this trend of deracination deplorable. This trend, thankfully, is not as prevalent in Native Indian cultures. Native Americans have preserved their culture and language far better than other cultures, and this is due, in part, I believe, to the Native concept of holding fast to what one is, to one’s culture and roots. How shame-filled most cultures are, and we should ask ourselves why.

Native American and Hispano racism and denigration still exist, not to mention other debasements of cultures, languages, and people. We haven’t become more tolerant, or loving, or kind.

Some things have improved, Ms. Jackson. We have low-income housing, casinos on Indian land, a bank on every corner to lend you money, Head Start, affirmative action, any number of programs to help, but we never seem to give our native cultures their due. I hate the word “minority,” and you would, too, if you could see what this moniker has done to native people.

What about the current immigration policies and the hundreds of people dying as they cross the desert each year, coming to the United States from México? They are seeking a better life, a better income, a world of hope. They want what Alessandro and Ramona wanted: a home, family, land, a life of peace. What greets our immigrants but dehydration and death? I am writing this in August, and over the past few weeks, various people, including a twenty-year-old woman, have died in the desert near my home. This happens every summer, every winter, every spring, every fall.

And what shall I say about land-grant issues? It is our tale of abuse and shame and neglect and crime. The Mexicanos took the land from the Nativos, and in turn, the Americanos and anyone else who wanted it took the land from them. And now we are running out of water. In 2012 my hometowns of El Paso, Texas, Las Cruces, New Mexico, and Juárez, México, will have no water. Where will we move then? Whose border will we cross to seek a better life? Who will we hunt down and whose land and water will we usurp?

Era propio, “it’s proper,” as the old Spanish saying goes, that Alessandro should go mad. He’s suffered La Locura—the Madness—of Racial Violence. It is somehow fitting that Alessandro should lose his mind. Who wouldn’t, given the devastation of his unique and precious world? And who, living in the American West, can’t see and deeply grieve the decimation of our world as it becomes filled with atomic-waste sites, military bases, missile sites, and too many golf courses, as the lack of water, poverty, greed, and unconcern grows?

My hometown of Las Cruces has too many banks, too many loan agencies, too many dollar stores. I live in one of the poorest places in the country. Don’t talk to me about Appalachia; this is La Frontera, the Border, between the United States and México. What Ramona and Felipe didn’t realize was that they were in México. Prior to the Gadsden Purchase, this was México. And in my mind and heart, it still is. You can’t take a people away from their roots and not have those roots live on in the soil of their home.

Students of all ages can learn much from the study of Ramona and its time period. What are the fictions of the book, of the time? Who is right and who is wrong? Who does the land belong to and who belongs to the land? Have the lives of Mexicanos and Native Americans really improved? What if Ramona and Felipe had stayed to fight the good fight? Do greed and money and power and human control still drive this world? The inquiry goes on…. What does Ramona say about our vision of the romantic hero and heroine of color? What did they know of life in America and its evolution, or lack thereof? Do the romantic heroine and hero still exist, and if they do, who would they be? Who is our dream lover today and what flesh does he or she wear? What matters to us, as a nation and a people who are of the people, for the people, and by the people? And just exactly who would those people be?

Yes, my long, hot summer with Ramona was filled with speculation as—reluctantly, at first—I opened myself up to the well-meaning, sincere, sometimes clumsy, but never unhopeful message that Helen Hunt Jackson was determined to impart. Ultimately, my question is this: What has this novel, Ramona, done to alleviate human suffering? I have to ask this question because this was the intention of the author. If it has caused us to look inward, to really look at our surroundings, our families, our interactions, our relationships to friends and strangers, the places we live, the many other places we visit, to look deeply into the good things about culture, all cultures, and discern the lies, to really see with the eyes of a lover, to become a healer, if it has allowed us to imagine a way past the illness and dysfunction of our society to create a world where all people are free and equal, then it has been successful.

If Ramona inspires even a few of us to take on Helen Hunt Jackson’s mantle as popular activist, humanist, and social critic, then so much the better. Best of all would be if more of these voices, these galvanizing narratives, came from within the very communities that need their words of truth. I think of writers such as Joy Harjo, Carolyn Forché, Eduardo Galleano, John Edgar Wideman, Luis Urrea, Rubén Martínez, Luci Tapahonso, Simon Ortiz, and Benjamin Alire Sáenz, who speak with knowledge. They are but a few of the writers who dare speak truth standing up.

There is no respite from clarity. But there is hope. There is always Hope. And Light. And goodness in this world.

—

DENISE CHÁVEZ is a performance writer, playwright, poet, and novelist who lives in Las Cruces, New Mexico. She is the author of Loving Pedro Infante, Face of an Angel, and The Last of the Menu Girls. She is the founder of the Border Book Festival and the Cultural Center of Mesilla.




I.

IT WAS sheep-shearing time in Southern California; but sheep-shearing was late at the Señora Moreno’s. The Fates had seemed to combine to put it off. In the first place, Felipe Moreno had been ill. He was the Señora’s eldest son, and since his father’s death had been at the head of his mother’s house. Without him, nothing could be done on the ranch, the Señora thought. It had been always, “Ask Señor Felipe,” “Go to Señor Felipe,” “Señor Felipe will attend to it,” ever since Felipe had had the dawning of a beard on his handsome face.

In truth, it was not Felipe, but the Señora, who really decided all questions from greatest to least, and managed everything on the place, from the sheep-pastures to the artichoke-patch; but nobody except the Señora herself knew this. An exceedingly clever woman for her day and generation was Señora Gonzaga Moreno,—as for that matter, exceedingly clever for any day and generation; but exceptionally clever for the day and generation to which she belonged. Her life, the mere surface of it, if it had been written, would have made a romance, to grow hot and cold over: sixty years of the best of old Spain and the wildest of New Spain, Bay of Biscay, Gulf of Mexico, Pacific Ocean,—the waves of them all had tossed destinies for the Señora.1 The Holy Catholic Church had had its arms round her from first to last; and that was what had brought her safe through, she would have said, if she had ever said anything about herself, which she never did,—one of her many wisdoms. So quiet, so reserved, so gentle an exterior never was known to veil such an imperious and passionate nature, brimful of storm, always passing through stress; never thwarted, except at peril of those who did it; adored and hated by turns, and each at the hottest. A tremendous force, wherever she appeared, was Señora Moreno; but no stranger would suspect it, to see her gliding about, in her scanty black gown, with her rosary hanging at her side, her soft dark eyes cast down, and an expression of mingled melancholy and devotion on her face. She looked simply like a sad, spiritual-minded old lady, amiable and indolent, like her race, but sweeter and more thoughtful than their wont. Her voice heightened this mistaken impression. She was never heard to speak either loud or fast. There was at times even a curious hesitancy in her speech, which came near being a stammer, or suggested the measured care with which people speak who have been cured of stammering. It made her often appear as if she did not know her own mind: at which people sometimes took heart; when, if they had only known the truth, they would have known that the speech hesitated solely because the Señora knew her mind so exactly that she was finding it hard to make the words convey it as she desired, or in a way to best attain her ends.

About this very sheep-shearing there had been, between her and the head shepherd, Juan Canito, called Juan Can for short, and to distinguish him from Juan José, the upper herdsman of the cattle, some discussions which would have been hot and angry ones in any other hands than the Señora’s.

Juan Canito wanted the shearing to begin, even though Señor Felipe were ill in bed, and though that lazy shepherd Luigo had not yet got back with the flock that had been driven up the coast for pasture. “There were plenty of sheep on the place to begin with,” he said one morning,—“at least a thousand;” and by the time they were done, Luigo would surely be back with the rest; and as for Señor Felipe’s being in bed, had not he, Juan Canito, stood at the packing-bag, and handled the wool, when Señor Felipe was a boy? Why could he not do it again? The Señora did not realize how time was going; there would be no shearers to be hired presently, since the Señora was determined to have none but Indians. Of course, if she would employ Mexicans, as all the other ranches in the valley did, it would be different; but she was resolved upon having Indians,—“God knows why,” he interpolated surlily, under his breath.

“I do not quite understand you, Juan,” interrupted Señora Moreno at the precise instant the last syllable of this disrespectful ejaculation had escaped Juan’s lips; “speak a little louder. I fear I am growing deaf in my old age.”

What gentle, suave, courteous tones! and the calm dark eyes rested on Juan Canito with a look to the fathoming of which he was as unequal as one of his own sheep would have been. He could not have told why he instantly and involuntarily said, “Beg your pardon, Señora.”

“Oh, you need not ask my pardon, Juan,” the Señora replied with exquisite gentleness; “it is not you who are to blame, if I am deaf. I have fancied for a year I did not hear quite as well as I once did. But about the Indians, Juan; did not Señor Felipe tell you that he had positively engaged the same band of shearers we had last autumn, Alessandro’s band from Temecula? They will wait until we are ready for them. Señor Felipe will send a messenger for them. He thinks them the best shearers in the country. He will be well enough in a week or two, he thinks, and the poor sheep must bear their loads a few days longer. Are they looking well, do you think, Juan? Will the crop be a good one? General Moreno used to say that you could reckon up the wool-crop to a pound, while it was on the sheep’s backs.”

“Yes, Señora,” answered the mollified Juan; “the poor beasts look wonderfully well considering the scant feed they have had all winter. We’ll not come many pounds short of our last year’s crop, if any. Though, to be sure, there is no telling in what case that—Luigo will bring his flock back.”

The Señora smiled, in spite of herself, at the pause and gulp with which Juan had filled in the hiatus where he had longed to set a contemptuous epithet before Luigo’s name.

This was another of the instances where the Señora’s will and Juan Canito’s had clashed and he did not dream of it, having set it all down as usual to the score of young Señor Felipe.

Encouraged by the Señora’s smile, Juan proceeded: “Señor Felipe can see no fault in Luigo, because they were boys together; but I can tell him, he will rue it, one of these mornings, when he finds a flock of sheep worse than dead on his hands, and no thanks to anybody but Luigo. While I can have him under my eye, here in the valley, it is all very well; but he is no more fit to take responsibility of a flock, than one of the very lambs themselves. He’ll drive them off their feet one day, and starve them the next; and I’ve known him to forget to give them water. When he’s in his dreams, the Virgin only knows what he won’t do.”

During this brief and almost unprecedented outburst of Juan’s the Señora’s countenance had been slowly growing stern. Juan had not seen it. His eyes had been turned away from her, looking down into the upturned eager face of his favorite colley, who was leaping and gambolling and barking at his feet.

“Down, Capitan, down!” he said in a fond tone, gently repulsing him; “thou makest such a noise the Señora can hear nothing but thy voice.”

“I heard only too distinctly, Juan Canito,” said the Señora in a sweet but icy tone. “It is not well for one servant to backbite another. It gives me great grief to hear such words; and I hope when Father Salvierderra comes, next month, you will not forget to confess this sin of which you have been guilty in thus seeking to injure a fellow-being. If Señor Felipe listens to you, the poor boy Luigo will be cast out homeless on the world some day; and what sort of a deed would that be, Juan Canito, for one Christian to do to another? I fear the Father will give you penance, when he hears what you have said.”

“Señora, it is not to harm the lad,” Juan began, every fibre of his faithful frame thrilling with a sense of the injustice of her reproach.

But the Señora had turned her back. Evidently she would hear no more from him then. He stood watching her as she walked away, at her usual slow pace, her head slightly bent forward, her rosary lifted in her left hand, and the fingers of the right hand mechanically slipping the beads.

“Prayers, always prayers!” thought Juan to himself, as his eyes followed her. “If they’ll take one to heaven, the Señora’ll go by the straight road, that’s sure! I’m sorry I vexed her. But what’s a man to do, if he’s the interest of the place at heart, I’d like to know. Is he to stand by, and see a lot of idle mooning louts run away with everything? Ah, but it was an ill day for the estate when the General died,—an ill day! an ill day! And they may scold me as much as they please, and set me to confessing my sins to the Father; it’s very well for them, they’ve got me to look after matters. Señor Felipe will do well enough when he’s a man, maybe; but a boy like him! Bah!” And the old man stamped his foot with a not wholly unreasonable irritation, at the false position in which he felt himself put.

“Confess to Father Salvierderra, indeed!” he muttered aloud. “Ay, that will I. He’s a man of sense, if he is a priest,”—at which slip of the tongue the pious Juan hastily crossed himself,—“and I’ll ask him to give me some good advice as to how I’m to manage between this young boy at the head of everything, and a doting mother who thinks he has the wisdom of a dozen grown men. The Father knew the place in the olden time. He knows it’s no child’s play to look after the estate even now, much smaller as it is! An ill day when the old General died, an ill day indeed, the saints rest his soul!” Saying this, Juan shrugged his shoulders, and whistling to Capitan, walked towards the sunny veranda of the south side of the kitchen wing of the house, where it had been for twenty odd years his habit to sit on the long bench and smoke his pipe of a morning. Before he had got half-way across the courtyard, however, a thought struck him. He halted so suddenly that Capitan, with the quick sensitiveness of his breed, thought so sudden a change of purpose could only come from something in connection with sheep; and, true to his instinct of duty, pricked up his ears, poised himself for a full run, and looked up in his master’s face waiting for explanation and signal. But Juan did not observe him.

“Ha!” he said, “Father Salvierderra comes next month, does he? Let’s see. To-day is the 25th. That’s it. The sheep-shearing is not to come off till the Father gets here. Then each morning it will be mass in the chapel, and each night vespers; and the crowd will be here at least two days longer to feed, for the time they will lose by that and by the confessions. That’s what Señor Felipe is up to. He’s a pious lad. I recollect now, it was the same way two years ago. Well, well, it is a good thing for those poor Indian devils to get a bit of religion now and then; and it’s like old times to see the chapel full of them kneeling, and more than can get in at the door; I doubt not it warms the Señora’s heart to see them all there, as if they belonged to the house, as they used to: and now I know when it’s to be, I have only to make my arrangements accordingly.2 It is always in the first week of the month the Father gets here. Yes; she said, ‘Señor Felipe will be well enough in a week or two, he thinks.’ Ha! ha! It will be nearer two; ten days or thereabouts. I’ll begin the booths next week. A plague on that Luigo for not being back here. He’s the best hand I have to cut the willow boughs for the roofs. He knows the difference between one year’s growth and another’s; I’ll say that much for him, spite of the silly dreaming head he’s got on his shoulders.”

Juan was so pleased with this clearing up in his mind as to Señor Felipe’s purpose about the time of the sheep-shearing, that it put him in good humor for the day,—good humor with everybody, and himself most of all. As he sat on the low bench, his head leaning back against the whitewashed wall, his long legs stretched out nearly across the whole width of the veranda, his pipe firm wedged in the extreme left corner of his mouth, his hands in his pockets, he was the picture of placid content. The troop of youngsters which still swarmed around the kitchen quarters of Señora Moreno’s house, almost as numerous and inexplicable as in the grand old days of the General’s time, ran back and forth across Juan’s legs, fell down between them, and picked themselves up by help of clutches at his leather trousers, all unreproved by Juan, though loudly scolded and warned by their respective mothers from the kitchen.

“What’s come to Juan Can to be so good-natured to-day?” saucily asked Margarita, the youngest and prettiest of the maids, popping her head out of a window, and twitching Juan’s hair. He was so gray and wrinkled that the maids all felt at ease with him. He seemed to them as old as Methuselah;3 but he was not really so old as they thought, nor they so safe in their tricks. The old man had hot blood in his veins yet, as the under-shepherds could testify.

“The sight of your pretty face, Señorita Margarita,” answered Juan quickly, cocking his eye at her, rising to his feet, and making a mock bow towards the window.

“He! he! Señorita, indeed!” chuckled Margarita’s mother, old Marda the cook. “Señor Juan Canito is pleased to be merry at the doors of his betters;” and she flung a copper saucepan full of not over-clean water so deftly past Juan’s head, that not a drop touched him, and yet he had the appearance of having been ducked. At which bit of sleight-of-hand the whole court-yard, young and old, babies, cocks, hens, and turkeys, all set up a shout and a cackle, and dispersed to the four corners of the yard as if scattered by a volley of bird-shot. Hearing the racket, the rest of the maids came running,—Anita and Maria, the twins, women forty years old, born on the place the year after General Moreno brought home his handsome young bride; their two daughters, Rosa and Anita the Little, as she was still called, though she outweighed her mother; old Juanita, the oldest woman in the household, of whom even the Señora was said not to know the exact age or history; and she, poor thing, could tell nothing, having been silly for ten years or more, good for nothing except to shell beans: that she did as fast and well as ever, and was never happy except she was at it. Luckily for her, beans are the one crop never omitted or stinted on a Mexican estate; and for sake of old Juanita they stored every year in the Moreno house, rooms full of beans in the pod (tons of them, one would think), enough to feed an army. But then, it was like a little army even now, the Señora’s household; nobody ever knew exactly how many women were in the kitchen, or how many men in the fields. There were always women cousins, or brother’s wives or widows or daughters, who had come to stay, or men cousins, or sister’s husbands or sons, who were stopping on their way up or down the valley. When it came to the pay-roll, Señor Felipe knew to whom he paid wages; but who were fed and lodged under his roof, that was quite another thing. It could not enter into the head of a Mexican gentleman to make either count or account of that. It would be a disgraceful niggardly thought.

To the Señora it seemed as if there were no longer any people about the place. A beggarly handful, she would have said, hardly enough to do the work of the house, or of the estate, sadly as the latter had dwindled. In the General’s day, it had been a free-handed boast of his that never less than fifty persons, men, women and children, were fed within his gates each day; how many more, he did not care, nor know. But that time had indeed gone, gone forever; and though a stranger, seeing the sudden rush and muster at door and window, which followed on old Marda’s letting fly the water at Juan’s head, would have thought, “Good heavens, do all those women, children, and babies belong in that one house!” the Señora’s sole thought, as she at that moment went past the gate, was, “Poor things! how few there are left of them! I am afraid old Marda has to work too hard. I must spare Margarita more from the house to help her.” And she sighed deeply, and unconsciously held her rosary nearer to her heart, as she went into the house and entered her son’s bedroom. The picture she saw there was one to thrill any mother’s heart; and as it met her eye, she paused on the threshold for a second,—only a second, however; and nothing could have astonished Felipe Moreno so much as to have been told that at the very moment when his mother’s calm voice was saying to him, “Good morning, my son, I hope you have slept well, and are better,” there was welling up in her heart a passionate ejaculation, “O my glorious son! The saints have sent me in him the face of his father! He is fit for a kingdom!”

The truth is, Felipe Moreno was not fit for a kingdom at all. If he had been, he would not have been so ruled by his mother without ever finding it out. But so far as mere physical beauty goes, there never was a king born, whose face, stature, and bearing would set off a crown or a throne, or any of the things of which the outside of royalty is made up, better than would Felipe Moreno’s. And it was true, as the Señora said, whether the saints had anything to do with it or not, that he had the face of his father. So strong a likeness is seldom seen. When Felipe once, on the occasion of a grand celebration and procession, put on the gold-wrought velvet mantle, gayly embroidered short breeches fastened at the knee with red ribbons, and gold-and-silver-trimmed sombrero, which his father had worn twenty-five years before, the Señora fainted at her first look at him,—fainted and fell; and when she opened her eyes, and saw the same splendid, gayly arrayed, dark-bearded man, bending over her in distress, with words of endearment and alarm, she fainted again.

“Mother, mother mia,” cried Felipe, “I will not wear them if it makes you feel like this! Let me take them off. I will not go to their cursed parade;” and he sprang to his feet, and began with trembling fingers to unbuckle the sword-belt.

“No, no, Felipe,” faintly cried the Señora, from the ground. “It is my wish that you wear them;” and staggering to her feet, with a burst of tears, she rebuckled the old sword-belt, which her fingers had so many times—never unkissed—buckled, in the days when her husband had bade her farewell and gone forth to the uncertain fates of war. “Wear them!” she cried, with gathering fire in her tones, and her eyes dry of tears,—“wear them, and let the American hounds see what a Mexican officer and gentleman looked like before they had set their base, usurping feet on our necks!” And she followed him to the gate, and stood erect, bravely waving her handkerchief as he galloped off, till he was out of sight. Then with a changed face and a bent head she crept slowly to her room, locked herself in, fell on her knees before the Madonna at the head of her bed, and spent the greater part of the day praying that she might be forgiven, and that all heretics might be discomfited. From which part of these supplications she derived most comfort is easy to imagine.

Juan Canito had been right in his sudden surmise that it was for Father Salvierderra’s coming that the sheep-shearing was being delayed, and not in consequence of Señor Felipe’s illness, or by the non-appearance of Luigo and his flock of sheep. Juan would have chuckled to himself still more at his perspicacity, had he overheard the conversation going on between the Señora and her son, at the very time when he, half asleep on the veranda, was, as he would have called it, putting two and two together and convincing himself that old Juan was as smart as they were, and not to be kept in the dark by all their reticence and equivocation.

“Juan Can is growing very impatient about the sheep-shearing,” said the Señora. “I suppose you are still of the same mind about it, Felipe,—that it is better to wait till Father Salvierderra comes? As the only chance those Indians have of seeing him is here, it would seem a Christian duty to so arrange it, if it be possible; but Juan is very restive. He is getting old, and chafes a little, I fancy, under your control. He cannot forget that you were a boy on his knee. Now I, for my part, am like to forget that you were ever anything but a man for me to lean on.”

Felipe turned his handsome face toward his mother with a beaming smile of filial affection and gratified manly vanity. “Indeed, my mother, if I can be sufficient for you to lean on, I will ask nothing more of the saints;” and he took his mother’s thin and wasted little hands, both at once, in his own strong right hand, and carried them to his lips as a lover might have done. “You will spoil me, mother,” he said, “you make me so proud.”

“No, Felipe, it is I who am proud,” promptly replied the mother; “and I do not call it being proud, only grateful to God for having given me a son wise enough to take his father’s place, and guide and protect me through the few remaining years I have to live. I shall die content, seeing you at the head of the estate, and living as a Mexican gentleman should; that is, so far as now remains possible in this unfortunate country. But about the sheep-shearing, Felipe. Do you wish to have it begun before the Father is here? Of course, Alessandro is all ready with his band. It is but two days’ journey for a messenger to bring him. Father Salvierderra cannot be here before the 10th of the month. He leaves Santa Barbara on the 1st, and he will walk all the way,—a good six days’ journey, for he is old now and feeble; then he must stop in Ventura for a Sunday, and a day at the Ortegna’s ranch, and at the Lopez’s,—there, there is a christening. Yes, the 10th is the very earliest that he can be here,—near two weeks from now. So far as your getting up is concerned, it might perhaps be next week. You will be nearly well by that time.”

“Yes indeed,” laughed Felipe, stretching himself out in the bed and giving a kick to the bedclothes that made the high bedposts and the fringed canopy roof shake and creak; “I am well now, if it were not for this cursed weakness when I stand on my feet. I believe it would do me good to get out of doors.”

In truth, Felipe had been hankering for the sheep-shearing himself. It was a brisk, busy, holiday sort of time to him, hard as he worked in it; and two weeks looked long to wait.

“It is always thus after a fever,” said his mother. “The weakness lasts many weeks. I am not sure that you will be strong enough even in two weeks to do the packing; but, as Juan Can said this morning, he stood at the packing-bag when you were a boy, and there was no need of waiting for you for that!”

“He said that, did he!” exclaimed Felipe, wrathfully. “The old man is getting insolent. I’ll tell him that nobody will pack the sacks but myself, while I am master here; and I will have the sheep-shearing when I please, and not before.”

“I suppose it would not be wise to say that it is not to take place till the Father comes, would it?” asked the Señora, hesitatingly, as if the thing were evenly balanced in her mind. “The Father has not that hold on the younger men he used to have, and I have thought that even in Juan himself I have detected a remissness. The spirit of unbelief is spreading in the country since the Americans are running up and down everywhere seeking money, like dogs with their noses to the ground! It might vex Juan if he knew that you were waiting only for the Father. What do you think?”

“I think it is enough for him to know that the sheep-shearing waits for my pleasure,” answered Felipe, still wrathful, “and that is the end of it.” And so it was; and, moreover, precisely the end which Señora Moreno had had in her own mind from the beginning; but not even Juan Canito himself suspected its being solely her purpose, and not her son’s. As for Felipe, if any person had suggested to him that it was his mother, and not he, who had decided that the sheep-shearing would better be deferred until the arrival of Father Salvierderra from Santa Barbara, and that nothing should be said on the ranch about this being the real reason of the postponing, Felipe would have stared in astonishment, and have thought that person either crazy or a fool.

To attain one’s ends in this way is the consummate triumph of art. Never to appear as a factor in the situation; to be able to wield other men, as instruments, with the same direct and implicit response to will that one gets from a hand or a foot,—this is to triumph, indeed: to be as nearly controller and conqueror of Fates as fate permits. There have been men prominent in the world’s affairs at one time and another, who have sought and studied such a power and have acquired it to a great degree. By it they have manipulated legislators, ambassadors, sovereigns; and have grasped, held, and played with the destinies of empires. But it is to be questioned whether even in these notable instances there has ever been so marvellous completeness of success as is sometimes seen in the case of a woman in whom the power is an instinct and not an attainment; a passion rather than a purpose. Between the two results, between the two processes, there is just that difference which is always to be seen between the stroke of talent and the stroke of genius.

Señora Moreno’s was the stroke of genius.4
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