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A Small Fortune From a Total Wreck 

“We saw Indians who were of white face and light hair,” 
one explorer wrote, following a visit to California, 
reporting to his king. 

Mrs. Thomas Morgan, in her reminiscences, recorded: “I 
remember one old Indian, who came each and every 
week to the home of my parents in Monterey on his 
way to or from town. We called him Stawano for short. 
Whenever we gave him food and provisions he gave us 
a very polite and appreciative ‘Esta-bueno’ meaning in 
Spanish ‘That is very fine or good!’ Stawano told us that 
he was one hundred and four years old. The neighbors, 
nor anyone else, did not know if that was his correct 
age, so we took his word for it.” 

According to the late Mrs. Morgan’s memory, Stawano 
was a very clean looking Indian and had write hair and 
clear, clean complexion. He drove a very odd little cart 
with crude thick wheels made of hard wood. A yoke was 
fitted om the donkey’s chest instead of on his shoulders 
or neck. Mrs. Morgan believes that he may have been 
from the north or the interior for he was absolutely free 
of any of the characteristics of the Spanish or Mexican 
residents of the Peninsula. Moreover, he knew the 
country and ways of nature so well that he could not 
have come from other shores but was most likely one of 
the type of Indians mentioned by the early explorer in 
his report to his king. 

It may have been that Stawano being very old, had 
survived his fellow tribesmen. 

A custom among the Spanish and Mexican families was 
to invite their guests to smoke. “Esta quierre ud 
fumar?” (Do you care to smoke?) would meet the visitor 
as he entered the house. With this invitation, a basket 
or bowl of tobacco was brought forward, out of which 
each person rolled his own cigarette. Sometimes all 
would be seated on the floor or mat in a thoroughly 
comfortable manner. In the evening, the family and 
guests might be on the veranda or in the patio, 
comfortably seated and enjoying music and dancing, as 
their mood might dictate. 

These days are ably described in McGroarty’s book as 
“the land of heart’s desire” and by Gertrude Atherton as 
“Idle, carefree days” in her “California, an Intimate 
History.” 

In the late 1850s, Mrs. Morgan, then Christina Ross, 
with her parents and brothers and sisters, lived on the 
Alisal Rancho in the Salinas Valley. Mrs. Morgan, born in 
1847, passed away in Carmel in 1922. 

She remembered well seeing the vaqueros drive herds 
of cattle from the ranges up on the Gabilan Mountains, 
several miles east of Monterey, down into the valley 
and on the plains to the round-up. On such occasions, 
each and every stock owner and raiser would brand 
what he thought was his increase in the general herd. 

The good ship, “North Star” arrived on the coast heavily 
laden with cargo intended to be carried inland from 
Mazatlan. The duties on the cargo, Mrs. Morgan 
remembers, were said to have been estimated to about 
equal its invoice value of $120,000, making its total 
value $240,000. Its consignees sailed for Monterey with 
the idea of avoiding excess duties. 

Just before reaching Monterey, the North Star went 
ashore at Punta de los Lobos, and became a total wreck. 
The goods had been packed in England in small bundles 
encased in waterproof wrappings, which could easily be 
transported by mules into the interior of Mexico, so 
when salvaged from the water the goods was not in the 
least injured. 

“Captain J.B.R. Cooper was successful in securing a large 
amount of these goods. He took down from Monterey a 
number of old-fashioned, solid wheeled wagons, drawn 
by oxen, the creaking and the screeching of the vehicles 
could be heard for miles. With the aid of sailors he 
secured many wagon loads, took them to Monterey, 
and made a small fortune out of the proceeds. Cooper 
was an old sea captain and understood the business. 
Others saved smaller quantities. The Custom House 
permitted them to be taken as “damaged goods” 
without paying duty, although, no damage was 
apparent on opening the packages. 


