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BL. JUNIPERO SERRA AND THE CALIFORNIAN MISSIONS 

Fr. Ambrose Ryan O.F.M. 

 

SERRA INTERNATIONAL 

Since 1935 Serra Clubs have been formed with Father Junipero Serra as patron. 

Serra International is a worldwide active association of Catholic Laymen whose 
aims are "to foster and promote vocations to the ministerial Priesthood of the Catholic 
Church as a particular vocation to service, and to develop appreciation of the 
ministerial Priesthood and of all religious vocations in the Catholic Church, and to 
further Catholicism by encouraging its members in fellowship, through education, to 
fulfill their Christian vocation to service". 

There are almost 500 Serra Clubs with 15,000 members throughout the world. The 
first Serra Club in Australia was formed in 1967 and there are now over 20 such clubs 
throughout the nation. The members meet twice monthly. Names or telephone 
numbers of local contact persons can be obtained from Parish clergy or Diocesan 
offices. 

INTRODUCTION 

"Fray" Junipero Serra is a name known everywhere in California, U.S.A. Any 
Californian could tell you that this missionary priest first brought Christianity to their 
State and founded the famed Spanish Missions. From these grew the great cities of San 
Francisco and Los Angeles; the lesser ones of Santa Barbara, San Diego, Santa Clara 
and many more. In the centre of these places stood Mission Carmel at Monterey and 
here Junipero Serra was laid to rest.  

That much any Californian may well know. And should you ask for more detail, you 
will probably be told: "Go to Carmel Mission yourself. It is still there rebuilt as it was in 
the time of Serra, and it is beautiful." Having once been there I can back up that 
statement. It is indeed a lovely place, and impressive it is to kneel at the graves of 
Serra, Crespi and Palou, three Spaniards buried side by side in the old Mission church. 

All three came to California in 1769-70, and they with many other friars laboured to 
found the Missions, but it is of Serra that I write. He was the founder and he is also a 
candidate for beatification by the Church.  
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Arrival in California 

Fray Serra entered southern California in March 1769 riding on a mule and in the 
company of forty Spaniards, soldiers and civilians. His group, and another larger group 
travelling by sea, were to meet at San Diego in Upper California, then go on to 
Monterey and to claim possession of this new territory for the Spanish Crown. 

At the time Serra was fifty-six years old, a Franciscan friar for forty of these years 
and a priest for thirty-two. A smallish man of no more than five feet four inches, and 
frail in body, he was said to be "indomitable in spirit". It is a descriptive phrase used by 
his friar companion of many journeys Francisco Palou, who tells of Serra's 2,500 miles of 
travelling over crude Mexican tracks in search of neophytes despite a badly ulcerated leg 
that resisted remedies. Surely he was a hardy fellow! 

The journey into southern California brought great joy to his spirit for he had 
longed to pioneer a mission field since he was a youth in distant Majorca. And now his 
dream was to be fulfilled. Before him, as we shall see, lay fifteen additional years of 
intense missionary activity with a great harvest of converts and nine solidly constructed 
Mission Stations (called by the Spaniards "Reductions"). In 1784 he died and was 
buried at Monterey before a large audience of Indians and Spanish military men. 
Everyone of them was convinced that they were burying the body of a truly holy man. 
Yet neither they, nor Serra, could have foreseen the day when his statue would be 
caste in bronze and exposed to honour in the United States' Hall of Fame! And Serra 
himself would have felt honoured, if also greatly humbled, had he been able to foresee 
the action of his American Franciscan confreres in labouring to promote his "cause" for 
beatification to the Holy See in the twentieth century. 

The Proposal 

The actual proposal to have him beatified came from the modern Friars Minor of 
California and it met with approval in the episcopal court of the Bishop of 
Monterey-Fresno more than forty years ago. In the minute collecting of evidence to 
uphold this proposal the name of one Franciscan stands out, and he is Father Maynard 
Geiger O.F.M., a brilliant historian. Two large volumes of The Life and Times of Junipero 
Serra came from Fr. Geiger's pen in 1959. It is on these that the summarised facts of 
this pamphlet mainly depend. 
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SECTION 1 

Serra's Early Years: Majorca and Mexico 1713-1769. 

To begin at the beginning, Father Geiger made a pilgrimage to Petra in Majorca, 
Balearic Islands. He would, as he says, attempt to get the 'feeling' of Serra's home place. 
For centuries Majorca had been a part of Spain, for centuries it had been an island of 
peasant farmers. So it was that our Junipero was born on a farm near Petra on 
November 24th, 1713. The parents, Antonio Serra and Margarita Ferrer, christened 
their son Miguel Jose, a name that was altered to "Junipero" when he put on the 
Franciscan habit: the original Friar Juniper is famous in early Franciscan legends. 

In the 1950s Serra's biographer could write glowingly of the sturdy faith and 
tenacious religious traditions of the Majorcans, but of the family Serra he could find only 
traces, and of Junipero's parents he could but reproduce the words of a 
contemporary: "From the pious training they gave their son we may judge that the 
parents were good Christians who loved and served God". (Fray Palou, Life of Serra) Not 
much detail to be sure, but words of adequate praise.  

Clear did it become to the biographer, from scanty preserved records, that young 
Miguel Jose had been known to the friars from his earliest years and, when he was 
fifteen years of age, it was they who brought him to the university city of Palma, 
twenty-five miles distant, and enrolled him both in studies and soon into the Franciscan 
house of formation. He settled in easily, studied through to priesthood, and was 
immediately assigned to the teaching of philosophy. A competent Franciscan he had 
already become: the year was 1737. 

 

Call to the New World 

Twelve years passed with Fray Junipero plying his trade quietly, competently and 
obediently, yet always longing to be added to one of the missionary groups that 
regularly departed from Spain for the New World. He obtained a Doctorate in 
Theology in 1742. 

It can hardly be doubted that the friary library at Palma contained chronicles of 
the lives and deeds of a host of Spanish Franciscans who had helped to plant the faith in 
the Americas. Two hundred years had elapsed since the heroic days of the first 
conquistador Hernando Cortez (1521) whose epochal achievements astounded the 
world. Then step by step came the warriors and colonisers to fan out and extend Spanish 
domains beyond anybody's wildest dream. It was an heroic period of history. 
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Then and now historians tend to put forward the dark side of the conquests: 
enslavement of the Indians, the introduction of spiritous liquor and its brutalising 
effect, the grabbing for gold. And surely it is true that damnable things were too often 
done. The other, and more memorable side of conquest, seems often to be played 
down particularly in our British sources. Yet it is a great story, possibly the greatest of all 
colonial history and certainly as thrilling as any of Britain's conquests.  

Franciscans 

Junipero Serra, of course, belonged to the Franciscan Order, and it was from the 
earlier experiences of his own friars that he drew inspiration. And these were legion. 
For example, in the early conquest of Mexico from 1520-1550 the Franciscans are 
credited with the baptising of several million of the pagan Indians, Aztecs in the main. In 
the Central Americas, a hard terrain, their efforts were also pioneering. Florida, Texas, 
New Mexico had seen many of them. In New Mexico a score met violent deaths. Then 
walking, riding and sailing, they passed the Straits of Darien and opened up enormous 
mission fields in the South American countries of Colombia, Peru, Venezuela, 
Ecuador, Paraguay, Gran Chaco (Argentina). Martyrs there were by the score from their 
numbers, servants of God in equal numbers with a sprinkling of real saints. Yes, and 
sometimes the apostates from the Order, turned into worldlings by the terrible 
isolation of their lives. The Order had produced them all. By the year 1600, some two 
thousand five hundred friars were labouring in the New World. 

1749 

It was in the year 1749 that Fray Junipero won permission to leave his homeland 
forever, to cross to the Spanish mainland and join up with a Franciscan group of 20 
ready to sail the high seas for Vera Cruz. Seven Dominicans were on the ship, and two of 
the Franciscans were fellow Majorcans, Juan Crespi and Francisco Palou. 

Father Geiger gives careful detail of their trip and arrival at Vera Cruz on 
Mexico's coastline. He describes how Serra persuaded another friar to walk with him to 
the capital, a tough excursion of 250 miles through mountains, and how our man 
became lame on the way perhaps through snake-bite and was ever after hampered by 
the injury. When he limped into San Fernando College, Mexico City, on New Year's Day 
1750, the Guardian is said to have saluted him with words attributed to St. Francis in 
reference to the first Friar Juniper: "Would that we had a forest of these junipers!" 

From 1750 to 1767, a long period of eighteen years, Fray Serra was assigned to 
what we may call the 'Mexican Home Mission'. At first he was sent with several others 
to reactivate a run-down mission to the Fame Indians of the Sierra Gorda, directly 
north of the capital. Then he returned to conduct parish missions in Mexico City for 
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several years, preaching mainly to the fashionable ladies and gentlemen of the capital 
of New Spain. 

Preacher 1760 

Of this latter occupation some detail may be told to illustrate the manner of man he 
was, and the spirit of the times in which he lived. To fix on the year 1760. It was the age 
of the great Kings Louis of France and all their splendour . . . but the French 
Revolution was around the corner. England was now firmly Protestant in religion, hard 
bent on forcing the Irish to be the same. A great sea power and coloniser, she was 
Spain's greatest rival. North America was still British, but soon to secede. In a certain 
sense the Spanish nation and its enormous colonies stood supreme, and the Spanish 
Kings, nobles, soldiers, people had remained staunch in their Catholic allegiance. 

At that moment the Religious Orders of the Church were never so strong in 
numbers: the Franciscans alone had as many as 70,000 members. Who could possibly 
foresee the disaster that would overwhelm them before the year 1800? 

It was therefore, in an euphoric setting that Fray Junipero stood forth in the 
pulpits of Mexico City and was compared to the greatest of Spanish preachers.  

His Style 

Often it has been said that the typical Spaniard is close to the ultimate in 
self-regard: independent, quick-tempered, flashy, almost to arrogance. Whatever about 
such traits, it is also clear that the typical Spaniard may seldom be called superficial. Sin 
he may, as humans will, but more prepared is he than most to admit his faults, to do 
strenuous penance and to render satisfaction to an injured party. As he is realistic 
about life, so too is God quite real to him. 

Now Serra knew his people: their moods and responses were his own. So the style 
of his preaching, when at his eloquent best, is described by Agnes Repplier, Junipero 
Serra p. 39, as being "violent in temper, impossible for an Englishman of the period, but 
pleasing to Spaniards and Mexicans who were capable of religious emotionalism. The 
more self-indulgent they were, the more they esteemed the asceticism of this friar whose 
business it was to be ascetic." 

Serra would stand in the pulpit, a stone in hand, and beat his bare breast with it 
as he raised the cross in the other hand and exhorted sinners to penance. Again he 
would take a burning taper, hold it close to his skin until the smell of scorched flesh 
brought exclamations of horror from the audience. And sometimes a chain would be 
wielded to scourge his bare shoulders. Fray Palou, his first biographer, relates how a 
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Mexican peasant dashed to the pulpit, seized the chain from the preacher's hand, tore 
off his own shirt and cried out: "I am the sinner who should do penance", and beat 
himself so strongly that he came near to death. "The rich and worldly-minded were 
awed by the terrible sincerity of the man and by his unflinching courage", remarks 
Repplier. To Spaniards and Mexican Indians a high point of manliness was to endure great 
suffering with a minimum show of emotion. 

Down from the pulpit Fray Serra was, of course, the most compassionate of men, 
a true lover of the poor. "A lion in the pulpit, a lamb in the confessional" was a 
Redemptorist adage when we were young. And St. Francis himself had urged his friars 
"to speak in simple words of vice and virtue, punishment and glory". In Fray Serra he 
had a vigorous disciple who would, however, adopt a different approach towards the 
unlettered pagan Indians. 

San Fernando College 

When at home, Fray Junipero lived in a community of about thirty friars at San 
Fernando Missionary College; a group of religious dedicated to work in the pagan 
areas. It was a Franciscan college of eighty years standing and a companion to that at 
Queretaro, both of which were reception points for the inflow of volunteers from Spain. 
These colleges had already pioneered Missions in remoter parts of Mexico, in Central 
America and New Mexico before Serra came. Now it would be his turn to add further 
lustre to their annals. 

SECTION 2 

Californian Missions, 1769-1784 

Earlier in this story we left our man on the back of a mule riding into Upper 
California with San Diego as his goal. Now it is recorded that he, Commander Portola, 
and their section of the expedition reached this destination on July 1st, 1769. As 
another part of the total group had set out from San Bias harbour by sea, there were 
Spaniards and fellow friars to greet Serra's group on arrival. What exactly transpired 
on the journey Serra relates in a letter to Fray Palou: 

"I left Velicata infirm and lame, but by God's mercy I grew better with every day. 
The wound in my leg is still open, but it gives me no more than the customary pain, 
and it did not impede my progress. At times the journey was hard, with many • hills to 
be climbed; but there were other days when the forests were like groves, with broad and 
easy paths between the trees, and running water everywhere. None of us suffered from 
cold or from hunger. We never journeyed more than six miles a day. Now that the way is 
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known, the distance can be easily covered in twelve days. The country, unlike our old 
California, is beautiful and fertile. The Indians are very numerous and seemingly very 
amiable. They behaved as if they had known us all our lives. The men and boys go stark 
naked; but the women, the girl children and even the girl babies are decently clad. 
Everything is now in readiness for the expedition to Monterey; and the founding of the 
mission here is deferred until after its departure . .  ." (Repplier, p. 72-3) 

First Steps 

With sixty-four others — soldiers, artisans and Friar Crespi — Commander Portola 
proceeded north in search of Monterey. His mandate from the King was "to occupy and 
fortify San Diego and Monterey". Strangely, however, the party reached the location 
found on cartographers' maps, which they had in their possession, and failed to 
recognize it. So in a dispirited mood they retraced their steps to San Diego.  

And here a woeful sight met their gaze. One supply ship had been lost at sea, 
another had limped into harbour with a crew suffering terribly from scurvy, and in 
Portola's absence the Indians had ransacked the encampment and been fired on by the 
soldiers: at least one of their tribesmen was killed. (It is something like Captain Cook's 
arrival at Botany Bay and at almost the same moment in history.) For lack of supplies, 
because of the many deaths from scurvy, and since Monterey had not been seen, an 
intense gloom descended on the whole party of perhaps 250 people. Portola spoke of 
a return to Lower California which was utterly grievous to Serra and the Friars: "We 
shall stay if at all possible", they asserted. 

But one hope remained to save the projected settlement. Another ship, laden with 
supplies, was known to have been despatched by Inspector-General Galvez from San 
Bias. The trouble was that the ship was already overdue. Had it too been lost at sea? If 
so, what could be the point in a delay that would put everyone at real risk? 

Commander Portola and Junipero Serra came to a final agreement. The Friars 
should lead the company in a Novena to St. Joseph to finish on his Feast Day, March 
19th, and if the prayers brought no result the decision to go back would have to stand. 
Day by day the Masses were sung or recited, hymns were intoned, litanies chanted. 
Now it was the last day of the Novena: morning, midday, afternoon, and now dusk was 
setting in, but no ship had been seen. Then, suddenly, the little miracle happened. The 
murk lifted on the horizon, and the anxious watchers saw for a moment the sails of a 
ship heading to the north. Serra's joy was infectious; he insisted on waiting a few 
more days, and sure enough the ship came to harbour. On that day, Junipero made a 
vow that he would sing a Solemn Mass in St. Joseph's honour on the 19th day of 
every month for the rest of his life. The Mission was saved. The date was 1770. 
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(Captain Cook's year of discovery at Botany Bay). 

On to Monterey 

Re-victualled and re-supplied Portola agreed to go back on his trail, and this time 
he easily identified the bay at Monterey. He came by land, Serra by the rescue ship, and 
once the men and materials were landed a start was made to fortify the place and set 
up the religious Mission. 

At last Fray Junipero was free to concentrate on his major task, the conversion of 
the Indians. "When once he had acquired their tongue, which he found most difficult, 
he swept them like a whirlwind into his chosen path", writes Repplier p. 101. "He had 
the art to reduce dogma to its least common denominator, and of making crystal clear 
the loveliness of the faith. He was also able to win and give affection".  

The writer would make Serra's fifteen years amongst the Indians seem almost 
easy, but in fact the going was to prove quite difficult in nearly every way. The good 
result eventually obtained does tend to validate her words, "he swept them like a 
whirlwind into his chosen path", but Serra would smile wryly at such a summary. 

The Indians Themselves 

Father Geiger divides them approximately into two groups the Diegueno and the 
Channel Indians. The Dieguenos of San Diego general area were a rather listless lot, 
prone to idleness and games. They accepted nature's goodness in providing wild game, 
fish, edible roots and fruits, and had little idea of buildings or agriculture. The men 
went naked to Serra's disgust, the women dressed modestly to his joy. "A pity", he 
sighed, ''that some of our great ladies could not see these women and the door stood a 
tall cross which Serra taught the Indians to reverence, and where he often celebrated 
his morning Mass." Nearby was a garden that he loved to cultivate and which he 
gradually enlarged. 

Indian Converts 

Most likely the first to accommodate to the mission ways were the women for 
these were the stay-at-homes whilst the men were prone to wander. As Serra was a 
good house-keeper "as skilful with needle and thread and the cutting out of patterns 
as any seamstress" (Repplier, p. 105) the women soon became occupied in this new 
civilising art and, no doubt, in the comparing of Spanish culinary arts with their own 
more primitive methods. 
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School hours were then introduced for the young — in Spanish language and in 
simple catechism, and the friars struggled with the Indian dialects. They were helped 
very much by a young "Lower" Californian Indian who had come with them, and who 
quickly cottoned onto the Spanish. Already by May 1771 twenty Indians could be 
baptised and some aspects of the fuller mission life begun. 

At Carmel, as elsewhere, the Friars were to introduce a daily routine of Angelus 
bells, morning Mass, breakfast, times for instruction and manual labour, and regular 
meal times. Orderly Christian living was their missionary aim. 

Planning the Future 

 To date the Spaniards had been busy with Monterey and San Diego. Now further 
progress could be made and to this end the San Fernando Missionary College had 
despatched ten new friars from Mexico. They reached Monterey in 1771 and Serra's 
task, in collaboration with Pages the Commander, was to find sites for mission centres 
and to dispose his missionaries amongst these. Four coastal places were considered, at 
intervals between San Diego and Monterey, and names for these were preselected in 
Mexico: San Buenaventura, San Gabriel, San Luis Obispo, San Antonio de Padua. 

The Building of Missions  

As with the expenses for the military, so too were there considerable sums to be 
expended in the founding of the missions. The friars themselves needed support, 
even though it was meagre by our modern standards. Church structures had to be set 
up and, to this end, artisans came with the expedition; workshops also, and later on 
dormitories for the Indian women and huts for the men. Most of these mission 
expenditures were obtained through a "Pious Fund", the magnanimous gift of devout 
Spanish Catholics. It must have been very large. Perhaps we could compare it to the 
modern funds of Propagation of the Faith except that the Pious Fund needed to be 
operated under the Royal Patronage. 

So it was that to found any one of the Mission centres, Fray Junipero and his friars 
would need a line of "consents": firstly, that of the Inspector-General who resided in 
Lower California; secondly, that of the Commandant Officer at Monterey; thirdly, the 
assignment of funds from the Pious Fund. With these agreements the artisans could 
be set to work, Indian helpers obtained, and necessary Franciscan personnel brought 
from the Missionary College in Mexico. Provided that this chain of people could be 
kept in agreement with one another, the work could go forward in harmony. But when 
relationships broke down, as they often did, the missionary work became tedious and 
most frustrating. 
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Missions Step by Step 

Fort and Mission, Monterey. The San Diego fort-mission came first in 1769 but 
had to be re-founded in 1775. Monterey came next in 1770 but in our story we 
shall begin with Monterey. 

Here on Pentecost Day June 3rd, 1770, Upper California was officially annexed 
to the Spanish Crown. A religious ceremony came first, performed at a temporary 
chapel and altar improvised for the occasion. Friars Serra and Crespi, vested for Mass 
intoned the "Come Holy Ghost, Creator Blessed . . ." A large wooden cross was lifted 
up by the soldiers, blessed and venerated as the voices proclaimed, "Long live our holy 
Faith!" 

The act of annexation followed: the King's standard was unfurled to shouts of 
"Long live the King!" Bells were rung, shots fired in volleys, cannons boomed in the 
harbour, and sods of earth were tossed into the air.  

Then came a sung Mass, a suitable sermon preached by Fray Serra, the "Hail Holy 
Queen" before a statue of Our Lady and the final hymn of thanksgiving, the "Te Deum 
laudamus". 

These solemnities concluded, all present were asked to lend a hand in the 
construction of the fort (presidio), and as they got under way Commander Portola 
handed over charge to the designated local man Pedro Pages and began his return 
journey to San Bias harbour and Mexico City. His exploratory command was over. 

A year of intensive physical work followed in the felling and preparing of timber for an 
armoury, two large storehouses (one incorporating a temporary chapel), guardhouse, 
huts for the soldiers and friars and a special hut for the new Commandant. A sturdy 
palisade surrounded the complex. (Geiger, Vol. 1, P. 245) 

From this fort the Friars began their apostolate to the Indians and baptised the first 
Indian child at Christmas 1770 with the name "Bernardine of Jesus". In June 1771 Pages 
could report to the Viceroy at Mexico City that the fort was made.  

Carmel Mission. Now Fray Junipero was free to make his decision to move mission 
headquarters five miles away onto the bank of the Carmel river. Ostensibly he wanted 
to move closer to the Indian villages to contact them: he also wished to let the Indians 
see that the church was not totally subjected to the military. And although Pages 
resented his move, he could not countermand it for Serra had higher permission.  

At Carmel, of course, more buildings were needed: a chapel, huts, guardhouse for a 
few soldiers, and eventually workshops and a dormitory for the Indian girls. The saint 
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chosen for the Monterey site was San Carlos Borromeo, and although this name was 
retained the mission was soon called "Carmel". 

Serra's own quarters at Carmel are described by Fray Crespi in his journal: "A 
one-roomed hut made of twigs and mud with a table, a stool, a bed of boards and a 
single blanket. At take example from them." One might add that Serra's reaction to 
nakedness was shared by Inspector Galvez and the military; he spoke of "this indignity" 
on Spanish soil. 

The "Channel" Indians (a generalised name for many tribes) were of quite a 
different kind. They were tall, strong, industrious, they built reasonable abodes, and 
made excellent canoes and they were war-like and gave the Spanish soldiers many a 
skirmish. But once sufficiently pacified, they were to make excellent Christians. There 
were some 15,000 of these. 

Approximately, it seems, there were some one hundred and fifty thousand Indians 
in the area from San Diego to San Francisco. 

The Conquest 

To the military belonged the task of protecting the missionaries and the 
colonists, and to this end forts and barracks (Presidios) must first be constructed at 
San Diego, Monterey, and later at San Francisco and Santa Barbara. The Commander 
was to live at Monterey, and also Fray Serra — "Padre Presidente", as his title was. 

In each of the two forts of San Diego and Monterey some forty soldiers were 
stationed. Small groups of these, four to six men, were assigned to a Mission Station 
when it was begun. The Missionaries, for a long time, could never afford to make a 
journey except in the company of at least two soldiers.  

Looking backwards at this arrangement, it would appear to be a surprisingly small 
military squad to deal with the possible insurrections of the Indians. Yet it was to prove 
to be enough. One reason for its smallness was the expense attached to its 
maintenance: all supplies, all payments, had to be met by the Spanish Crown and these 
were considerable. Just to think that a shipyard had to be manned at San Bias, Lower 
California, where several large ships were built, and you get an idea of the costs 
involved. 

The soldiers, of course, were clad in leather and fully armed; the Indians depended 
on bows and arrows and clubs. And then there were Spanish tradesmen in equal 
numbers to lend the military a hand should trouble develop. 

To San Buenaventura were assigned Friars Cruzado and Paterna. To San Gabriel: 
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Friars Cambon and Somera (a Mexican). To San Luis Obispo: Friars Juncosa and 
Caveller. To San Antonio de Padua: Friars Pieras and Sitjar. For San Diego an alteration 
was made with Friars Dumetz and Jayme to go there. Serra set this arrangement out in 
a document and signed it; Commandant Pages countersigned and it was forwarded to 
the Viceroy. Royal Patronage had to be observed. 

On July 7th, 1771, the Commandant and the fiars assigned to the future missions of 
San Gabriel, San Buenaventura, with the replacements for San Diego, sailed from 
Monterey. A group of soldiers went with them. (Geiger, vol. 1, p. 275) 

San Antonio de Padua 

In correspondence to his Father Guardian in Mexico, Serra reveals that he was 
pleased to be free of Commandant Pages for a period since this young officer was 
proving to be most disagreeable: "a molester", "a ridiculous little fellow", were Serra's 
words. It appears that Pages wished to supervise the friars' comings and goings when 
they resided at the fort; that he supervised all buildings and the cemetery with a 
foot-rule in hand, and nothing could please him. He niggled over supplies. In a word, 
he wanted to establish himself as the boss over even the smallest details of mission 
affairs. And the very determined Junipero was deciding in his own mind that Pages must 
not be allowed to get such full control.  

The day after Pages and the missionaries left the harbour, July 8th, 1771, Friars 
Junipero, Pieras and Sitjar with seven soldiers, three sailors and a few Lower 
Californian Indians, set off with pack animals to find a site for the founding of Mission 
San Antonio in the Valley of the Oaks, some 60 miles south of Monterey. They found 
what they wanted, hung bells on an oak tree and set up an altar to celebrate in 
honour of St. Bonaventure's day, July 14th. Serra was carried away in spirit. He seized 
the bell-rope and began to ring the bell over and over, exclaiming as he did: "Come, 
you pagans; come, come to the Holy Church; come, come to receive the Faith of Jesus 
Christ!" Friar Pieras, watching with some wonderment, said to him: "Why do you tire 
yourself? . . . There is not a single pagan in sight. You're wasting your time." Serra 
answered: "Let my overflowing heart express itself. Would that this bell could be heard in 
all the world as Venerable Mother, Sister Maria Jesus de Agreda, desired it, or at least 
that it were heard by every pagan in this area." (sister M. de Agreda was greatly 
honoured by the Spaniards as they believed God had gifted her with bilocation, 
and that she had "appeared" in many Indian areas — from Spain — to prepare these 
people for the coming of the priests.) 

The large mission cross was now erected by the soldiers, the Mass celebrated, and 
a solitary Indian approached. "I trust in God (said Serra) and in the patronage of St. 
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Anthony that this, his mission, shall become a great town of many Christians; for we 
behold here what was not seen at any mission so far founded that at the very first 
Mass the first fruits of paganism were present. Nor will he fail to communicate to the 
other pagans what he has seen here". And so it happened, for the solitary Indian came 
back with others before the day was out. 

San Gabriel 

Just over a month later a party of fourteen soldiers, four muleteers and Friars 
Cambon and Somera were nearing the site for Mission San Gabriel, coming north from 
San Diego. On August 15th, 1771, they encountered a large group of armed Indians, 
yelling vociferously and making ready to attack. One of the friars quickly unwrapped a 
large beautiful painting on canvas of Our Lady of Sorrows and held it on high. The 
onrushing Indians stopped, looked at it closely, and then threw down their bows and 
arrows. Two chiefs came close, took strings of beads from their necks and laid them 
before the picture. The women and children were called up to see it, and relationships 
became friendly. The Spaniards called this image of Mary, La Conquistadora. 

On September 8th, 1771, San Gabriel, the mother church of the eventual 
powerful county of Los Angeles, U.S.A., was begun. It was the fourth Spanish Mission. 

Pages clashes with Padre Presidente 

Incidents at this newest mission speedily soured the already poor relationship 
between Pages and the Father President, Serra. In the first place, the Indians of the 
area were quite numerous and insatiably curious. They swarmed about the new 
buildings, and wanted to come inside the palisade in large numbers. But because the 
soldier guards were so few, Pages gave strong orders that no more than five, and 
preferably only one, should be admitted at one time. Serra said to him: "Give us more 
guards", and explained that a policy like this would badly hinder the progress of 
instruction. Pages stuck to his point and would give no more soldiers. 

Then, secondly, an Indian was killed by a soldier outside the palisade and through 
the garbled reports of the incident, it seemed to emerge that the soldier had raped 
an Indian woman. Serra appealed for justice. Pages came to hold a perfunctory enquiry 
but dismissed the charge and allowed the soldier to stay on. The Indians seethed; the 
friars begged him to send the man away; he refused. 

At this stage it became quite clear to Serra that a crisis was at hand: Who was to 
control the Mission (no fort was there), the military man or the priest? 
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He recollected clearly the example of the Jesuits in Lower California who had 
refused to collaborate with the military unless they were given full control of the 
Missions. 

Fray Palou records Serra's problem in these famous words: "If we are to be limited 
to saying Mass and preaching we may as well return to the walls of San Fernando 
College. The King will then be spared the useless cost of endeavouring to extend his 
dominions and spread the Catholic Faith." (Geiger, Vol. 1, p. 329) 

Journey to Mexico: the Representation 

What finally convinced Serra that he must undertake the tedious journey back to 
Mexico to see the Viceroy was Fages's conduct towards him at San Diego in September 
1772. Pages would not consider the founding of Mission San Buenaventura: "I have too 
few soldiers to protect it", he maintained. Even of those he had there were several 
who had deserted through his harshness. Again he fought about supplies, and he 
accused Serra of baptising too many and so forcing him into a corner. 

So on October 17, 1772, with an Indian companion the Padre Presidente sailed by 
the San Carlos for San Bias harbour and the long overland trip to Mexico City. There he 
got through to Viceroy Bucareli, an excellent administrator, and immediately won a 
sympathetic hearing. Bucareli advised him to put all his points on paper for consideration 
by the Viceroy's Council and this he did in a lengthy document called "Representation". 

He won entire satisfaction from this Junta which was charged with the conducting of 
War and Finance. The missionaries (it said) have full control of the missions; they are to 
act as fathers with their families. (In loco parentis). And to ensure their full power, they 
are given the right to demand the transfer from the mission to the fort of any soldier 
proven to be guilty of a misdemeanour; this demand may not be refused. The Junta's 
decision may, on the face of it, appear to be a big concession but Serra pointed out that 
such was the "immemorial custom" of Spanish mission history. "The management, 
command, punishment and education of the baptised Indians and catechumens 
pertained to the missionaries, and only crimes of blood belonged to the military". 
(Geiger, Vol. 1, p. 275). 

In his Representation, Fray Serra did not hesitate to ask for the recall of Pedro 
Pages, and this for several reasons. None of the alleged reasons touched on 
person-to-person troubles, and Serra asked that if the Viceroy saw fit to remove him 
"That Pages be retired with honour and without rebuff and I pray that God may bless 
him." The Viceroy and his Council agreed with Serra's case and transferred Pages 
putting an officer named Rivera in his place. 
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For manual and economic management at the missions, Serra petitioned that a 
capable soldier be appointed to each one in the capacity of major-domo, under the 
authority of the priest, and that these soldiers be allowed to stay on for lengthy 
periods. The Council agreed to pass on the petition to Rivera. 

Free settlers with their wives were also petitioned, for said Serra: "The Indians are 
curious about our views on marriage when they see no women in our midst. They have 
even said that we are the sons of mules!" And Mexican peons would be a great help, 
five or six to a mission, to teach the Indians how to cultivate the land and raise crops. 

The retention of harbour San Bias was advocated to assist with supplies and 
communications, matters of transport, cattle, artisans etc. In short, the Representation 
might well be called the first charter of civil administration in what was to become the 
future State of California, says Fr. Geiger.  

To work again 

Back once more at Monterey, the work for the Indians advanced and Fathers 
Serra and Crespi could report on the baptism of 245 persons by August 1774, 72 of 
whom were infants. It was a policy of the friars not to baptise adults until they, and the 
interpreter, had a good grasp of the local language. They needed to elucidate 
folk-lore and to counter the influence of local medicine-men. But by 1775 they could 
record that 100 adults were in the classes. 

 

"The spectacle of seeing about a hundred young children of about the same 
age praying and answering individually all the questions asked on Christian 
doctrine, hearing them sing, seeing them going about clothed in cotton and 
woolen garments, playing happily and who deal with the padres so intimately 
as if they had always known them is, indeed, something moving, a thing for 
which God is to be thanked."(Geiger, vol. 1, p. 424) Serra wrote these words 
to Viceroy Bucareli. 

San Antonio, 60 miles south, was progressing at a similar rate. San Luis Obispo, 
another 60 miles beyond, was moving but perhaps a little slower, and San Gabriel a 
further 200 miles to the south was moving along well in every way: crops growing, 
converts coming in good numbers. 

Then in 1776 two new missions were put under way at San Juan Capistrano near 
San Diego, and away to the north at San Francisco bay. "We would need a shipping 
service to go higher", said the Spaniards. 
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Close to San Capistrano, the Padre Presidente came very near to death at the 
hands of some Indians. Geiger gives us the story: "With a single soldier and a San 
Gabriel Indian, he was ahead of the pack train. Suddenly they came face to face with a 
pack of howling pagans, painted and armed, ready to strike. The Christian Indian 
yelled out to them in their own tongue, telling them not to kill the padre for if they 
did, they would be pursued and all killed by many other soldiers who were coming 
behind them. The ruse worked and the Indians desisted. Serra did not shun the 
attacking Indians . . .  He called them to him, placed the sign of the cross over them, and 
gave them glass beads." (Geiger, vol 2, p. 117) 

One persistently sad note in all this good development was the failure of Serra 
and Commander Rivera to agree about many things: Rivera, in fact, proved to be as 
much of an obstacle as Pages had been. At one point in 1775 when the Indians 
attacked Mission San Diego (the mission not the fort) and murdered Fray Jayme and 
others, Rivera was placed under excommunication by Fray Fuster. This, the priest did 
when Rivera violated church sanctuary to arrest an Indian who was involved in the 
killing; the friar wanted to protect him. 

Governor comes to California 

About mid-1776 the Spanish authorities decided to upgrade Monterey and to 
make it the seat of government for the two Californias, Lower and Upper. The first 
governor to reside at the new capital was to be Don Felipe de Neve: he came into 
residence on February 3rd, 1777, and was welcomed joyously. 

The Governor's task was to supervise the Californias, and he, in turn, was made 
subject to a newly-created Commandant General De Croix. This new official, delegate 
also of the Viceroy and residing at Arizpe, was placed in charge of all the "Northern 
Provinces" of Mexico, i.e. Sonora, New Mexico, Texas, the Californias and some other 
parts of Mexico. 

In his military and civilian role Governor De Neve proved to be an able enough 
man, yet he was to become a thorn in Serra's side because of the exaggerated way in 
which he insisted on the "Royal Patronage". To him must go a good share of the credit 
for the Mission of Santa Clara and the upbuilding of San Francisco's fort and mission 
(Lieutenant Moraga and Fray Palou were the founders). He has, however, to bear a 
goodly share of discredit for his interference with Junipero Serra's right to confer the 
Sacrament of Confirmation. 

The faculty to confer Confirmation was obtained for Serra by the San Fernando 
College, through Viceroy and Bishop and back to the Royal Court of Spain. (The Royal 
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"pase", as they called it, had to be stamped on any official document). Sometime after 
Serra had engaged in conferring the Sacrament, and because of documentation 
forwarded by De Croix to De Neve, the Governor asked Serra to produce an original 
copy of his permission to confer the Sacrament so that he could see the "Pase" and 
countersign it. Serra could only produce authenticated duplicate letters of permission 
and these De Neve would not accept. An amiable discussion ensued. But then De Neve 
began to insist that Serra's documentation was not enough and he refused military 
escort for the President to go north on a Confirmation tour: a regular battle of 
letters and innuendos succeeded, and continued for a whole year. At one point Serra 
was of the opinion that De Neve would either try to seize his papers, or arrest "this 
turbulent cleric", but he courageously stood his ground. 

De Neve wrote at the time to another military personage warning "that once 
these religious with their unbridled and incredible pride become exasperated, there is 
no vexation they will not leave untried. In over four years (he said), despite civility and 
moderation, I have not been able to lure them from the opposition by which they have 
surreptitiously conspired against the government and its measures, and in so doing they 
left no means untried". Maynard Geiger comments: "These are heated, scornful words 
— the voice of autocracy. In the conflict De Neve manoeuvred for position in favour of his 
regalistic king; "Serra manoeuvred to ensure the liberty of the Church". (Geiger, vol 2, p. 
225). In due time, the argument was settled. 

The Confirmations 

From San Diego to San Francisco, over the rough trails of the 'King's Highway' and 
always in the company of a military guard, Fray Junipero visited each of the missions 
(and fort churches) and eventually succeeded in conferring the holy sacrament of 
Confirmation on 5,275 persons: a minority of these were Spaniards, the vast majority 
Indians. It was truly an heroic effort for a man in his late sixties, weighed down with 
several infirmities. 

SECTION 3 

Last Days: Death 1784 

At seventy years and nine months, Fray Serra came to his last days on earth. Until 
a week before he died he performed his regular duties in the church and attended to 
some business matters, literally dying while in full harness. He himself directed the 
carpenter to prepare his coffin, and when close to death he asked to be laid alongside 
Fray Crespi in the mission Church. 

It seemed that he had a premonition of the day of his demise, the immediate causes 
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of which were his terribly swollen leg and angina pains allied to severe congestions. 

"He would sit on a low stool and lean his back against the wall", writes A. Tibesar 
O.F.M. "The Indians would sit with him, all night one on either side to prop him up lest 
he slip as he slept, while a third would sit at his feet for the same purpose". A picture, 
surely, of great tenderness! (cf. Franciscan Herald, Chicago, June 1985) 

The day before he died, August 27th, 1784, Junipero managed to arouse himself 
at dawn and recite the Divine Office. Then he asked Fray Palou to consecrate an extra 
host at Mass so that he could receive his last Holy Communion. When Palou returned 
after celebrating Mass, Serra said he would go across to the church for his Viaticum 
and Palou replied: "Padre, this is not necessary. I can bring the Blessed Sacrament 
here. You can receive it here in your room". "No", answered Serra, "I want to receive 
Him in church, for if I can walk thither, there is no need for the Lord to come to me". 
"I had to consent and fulfill his holy desires", writes Palou. 

The church was a hundred yards away, and when it became known that the sick 
man had insisted on struggling across to the church, a procession spontaneously 
gathered with soldiers from the fort, the Mission guards and the Indians all joining in. 
Fray Serra went straight to the sanctuary and knelt on a kneeler, and as Palou opened 
the tabernacle he intoned the Tantum Ergo with tears filling his eyes. Then he 
received the sacred host. 

Back in his room, Fray Junipero spent the day quietly and a sleepless night mostly 
on his knees, pressing his pained chest against the bed, and at times leaning against the 
Indians who were present to support him. Two days before, he had made his general 
confession to Fray Palou, and now he received the Last Anointing. All the prayers for 
the dying were dutifully said and he could join in the responses. Around midday he 
composed himself on his narrow bed of boards, laid the cross on his breast, and within 
moments went quietly and peacefully into eternity. It was August 28th, 1784. 
(Geiger, Vol 2, p.380-84) 

His funeral took place the following day in a crowded church before several Friars, 
some of Spain's officials, many soldiers and sailors, and a large body of Indians who 
hurried to the church from near and far. His remains were laid to rest in the sanctuary 
floor of San Carlos (Carmel) Mission Church.  

Tributes 

 On November 25th, 1784, Fray Sancho, the Guardian of San Fernando College, 
wrote the following to the friars of Majorca: "I have just received the news from our 
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missions in Monterey of the death of our beloved countryman . . .  I have been 
informed that he died the death of the just and in such circumstances that besides 
bringing tenderest tears to the eyes of all of those present, they all were of the opinion 
that his happy soul went directly to heaven to enjoy the reward for thirty-four years 
of great and continuous labours. . . All men said openly that that man was a saint and 
that his actions were those of an apostle." (Geiger, Vol 2, p. 392) 

Fray Palou, a life-long companion, wrote his life story in endearing terms and 
received a letter of thanks from the Father Commissary General of the Indies in Madrid, 
Spain. It came on October 29th, 1788 and said: 

"I repeat my thanks to you for the labour and praiseworthy zeal with which 
you have written the life of your Venerable Missionary, Fray Junipero . . .  I 
myself went to the royal palace, El Escorial, to deliver the copies set aside 
for the king, the prince, and members of the ministry ..." (Geiger, vol. 2, p. 
401) 

Final Word 

Junipero Serra comes through to us as a volatile Spaniard, a man of strong 
affections, capable of tears yet also of fiery anger. As Palou put it, "he was indomitable 
in spirit", a man of no surrender, either to infirmity or to injustice.  

He had his human failings that arose from his Majorcan temperament, namely, a 
certain dourness that led him to make his protests for fair treatment and justice for 
others over and over again, and which led him into regular conflict with the military 
officials. Always most polite, and prepared to humble himself in word or in writing, he 
steadily resisted any form of duplicity in these "gentlemen" (his words). Because of 
this, two or three of the top men developed a spleen towards the missionaries and 
especially towards Serra. On his part, he in no way returned their sentiments. He could 
truly and fervently say that he wished them no harm and prayed God earnestly for 
their welfare and ultimate salvation. 

With some of his friar missionaries he had real problems. Even his companion 
Crespi could be "childish", and Lasuen, who succeeded as Padre Presidente, sided with 
a military official in preference to Serra for a period. He later changed his view. Serra 
judged their actions fairly and honestly, and when correction was needed he gave it. But 
he always led in asking forgiveness, and he steadily supported and encouraged his men. 
He, above all, could rouse up their spirits — a rare trait in any man! 

Towards the Indians, brutish as they often were and even barbaric, his outgoing 
friendliness and utter compassion was quite remarkable. And this especially when we 
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learn that he was, on several occasions, within inches of violent death at their hands. 

A Spanish friar-priest of fiery, yet tender, zeal; a tireless worker; a Christian of the 
deepest faith and reverence towards his God; a missionary of pioneering qualities . . . this 
was Fray Junipero Serra O.F.M. 

 

 

************************* 


