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CHAPTER 1
Introducing Zorro

Zorro! His name still slashes like lightning across 
a dark sky. Who was this man? Was he really as 
bold and cunning as a fox? Why did he seek 

out danger and face death again and again? You can 
find the answers in his legend, the many stories of his 
bold adventures and daring deeds. People still tell 
these tales though many years have passed. So many 
stories, about one man—are any of them true?

To find out, we have to go back to California, 
nearly two centuries ago. Today California has more 
people than any other state in the country. If it were 
its own country, its economy would be the eighth-
largest in the world. Millions of people flock to tourist 
attractions such as Disneyland, mile after mile of 
golden beaches, and the cable cars of San Francisco.

But California was very different in Zorro’s time. 
Hardly anyone lived there besides the Native 
Americans who had called it home for hundreds of 
years and the Spaniards who had arrived more 
recently. For example, Los Angeles is one of the 
country’s largest cities today. Yet in 1820 it was a 
sleepy village of less than 1,000 people. Even 
statehood was nearly 30 years in the future.



Spanish padres brought the Catholic faith to Native Americans 
in California. They built missions and churches, such as San 
Diego and San Francisco. The villages that grew up around 
these missions eventually became some of California’s most 
important cities.
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