
Spanish 
 
The Spanish period is divided into the Franciscan Mission Period and the Rancho 
Period. Each reflects a distinct stage of history, and varying relationships with the land.  
 
The Chumash people first encountered Europeans in 1542 when two ships under 
Portuguese explorer Juan Cabrillo arrived. Cabrillo was working for Spain at the time 
but he died and was buried on San Miguel Island after breaking a leg in a fight with the 
Chumash. 
 
Cabrillo’s men brought back a diary that contained the names and population counts 
for many Chumash villages. Spain claimed what is now California from that time on, 
but did not return to settle until 1769, when the first soldiers and missionaries arrived. 
A number of missions and military presidios had been founded south and north of 
Chumash lands by the end of 1770, with five missions eventually built in Chumash 
territory. 
 
Mission Period 
 
The late 18th Century saw the rise of these missions, pueblos and presidios in 
California. Romanticized by many, twenty-one Spanish mission sites still mark The 
Royal Road (El Camino Real) as it wends its way north from San Diego to San 
Francisco. Driving the route (or cycling) is a fascinating trip back into the Central 
Coast’s history.  
 
Three missions were built in our immediate bioregion. Santa Barbara Mission, the tenth 
to be established, was founded in 1786, La Purisima Mission near Lompoc was the 
eleventh and founded in 1787, with the nineteenth, Santa Ynez, built in the valley in 
1804.  
 
Spanish soldiers and missionaries were sent both to fortify the region against expansion 
by England and Russia, and to convert the natives to Christianity. Many of the 
Spaniards brought their families with them, these forming the nucleus of the first small 
town that surrounded the Presidio.  
 
The Mission Period changed native life permanently. Chumash culture was eroded and 
European disease introduced. In the same year that the Santa Ynez mission was 
completed, the Lewis and Clark Expedition broke through to the west in Oregon, thus 
opening the way for settlement from the east and the later Gold Rush. 
  
The Franciscan Mission Period introduced well-managed, large-scale agriculture to the 
bioregion: An 1817 inventory of Mission Santa Inés alone listed 6,000 head of cattle, 
5,000 sheep, 120 goats, 150 pigs, 120 pack mules, and 770 horses. In that year, Mission 
lands produced 4,160 bushels of wheat, 4,330 bushels of corn, and 300 bushels of beans. 
Olive oil, wine, tallow, hides and grain were traded locally, and shipped to Mexico. 
(Eargle, 15) La Purisima was especially known for it’s hide production. 
 



After 67 years of operation the missions were nationalized by Spain. Upon taking 
control, the Mexican government sacked most, seized the lands and handed these over 
to greedy governors, or what were considered to be notable families, in order to reward 
services and alliances. (Eargle, 17) The Mexican Governor of California, Pio Pico tried to 
grab Santa Barbara Mission for himself but California joined the United States in 1848 
before he was successful.  
 
Rancho Period 
 
The land grants mark the beginning of the Rancho Period. The population remained 
sparse, with enormous cattle operations run by wealthy families. (Research Richard 
Henry Dana Jr. and his book Two Years Before The Mast for more on this period.) 
 
Santa Barbara was a name given to the region in 1602 by Spanish explorer Sebastian 
Vizcaino when his ship survived a storm the night before Saint Barbara Day. The coast 
was home to about 9,000 Chumash at the time but the town itself was only established 
in 1782 when the Presidio and Mission were built.  
 
The most dramatic event of the Spanish Period was the powerful 1812 earthquake and 
tsunami. With an estimated magnitude of 7.1 it destroyed the town along with the 
Mission, carrying a ship half a mile up Refugio Canyon. Following the earthquake, the 
Mission was rebuilt in a grander manner, this now the best-preserved California 
mission in existence. (La Purisima is the best example of a working mission.) 
 
Santa Barbara fell without loss during the Mexican-American War to a battalion of 
American soldiers under John C. Frémont in 1846. After the Treaty of Guadalupe 
Hildago was signed, along with California the city became part of the expanding United 
States. 
 
The discovery of gold in California brought greater hardship to native tribes in northern 
California than in the Santa Ynez watershed, but since the land had agricultural 
potential, local Chumash were often indentured for labor on the ranchos.  
 
The bioregion has remained largely untrammeled by industrialization. Surrounding 
land still bears the names of early ranchos, with some running cattle, some given to 
avocado orchards, some to vineyards and a few to preservation.  
 
Surrounding Mission Santa Ynez, are a number of small cities including Los Olivos, 
Ballard, Santa Ynez and the city of Solvang, which is the largest. Solvang was founded 
in the Santa Ynez Valley when a group of Danes escaping Midwestern winters bought a 
few thousand acres of old Spanish land. Danish architectural flavor was established and 
today this city along with the others, rely on tourism for a livelihood. This in turn relies 
on the natural beauty and environmental integrity of the surrounding valley. 
 
The region has grown steadily in an urban sense since the early days, the twenties a 
time when Santa Barbara first became a glamorous retreat for Hollywood stars.  
 


