
MAY 20, 1856

For my dear daughter Emma,

on the occasion of her sixteenth birthday,

this journal, 

in the hope that she will put her thoughts to paper.

I am confident success awaits her

at every bend in the road.

Affectionately,

C. E. LIGHTFOOT, EDITOR

“EMMETT”
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TUESDAY, JUNE 17, 1856.  Our rooms above the office of The 
Placerville Rattler.  Past midnight—

A Booth is coming to town!
As soon as I read the theatre bill, freshly tacked on the clapboards of 

the Greyhound Saloon, I hitched up my skirt and ran!
Emmett and I had been gadding about town, sniffing out last-minute 

news for Thursday’s edition of The Rattler. He’d sent me off for details of 
next week’s Ladies’ Aid meeting, but news of a Booth trumps the ladies 
any day. The theatre is close to my heart, and it is dear to my father’s 
heart, too.

Main Street is plagued with dust and potholes and was crowded 
despite the midday heat. I dodged miners’ mules and dray wagons as 
I hastened in search of my father. Emmett is easy to spy—he is one of a 
kind—but I checked his usual haunts to little avail. He’d already departed 
the Round Tent Store, and his bench beneath the bell tower in the plaza 
was empty. I poked my head inside the newsstand and called out, “Seen 
my father, Mr. Davis?” 

Davis chuckled. “Miss Emma, you’re just a shake behind him. Try the 
Courthouse!”

The Courthouse is a piece up Main, and I was short of breath by the 
time I spotted the turkey feather on Emmett’s wide hat. He was perched 
on the steps, in lively conversation with the litigants waiting in the shade, 
and scribbling furiously on the pad he keeps in his right coat pocket. 
The topic was the Vigilance Committees that have sprung up across 
California.

“I say, hang the devils, and rid the state of vermin,” growled a leathery 
miner, spluttering tobacco juice onto the planks at his feet.

Emmett leaned in toward the man. “Without the law’s say-so?” 
I know Emmett has convictions about those Committees—“Nothing 

but lynch mobs!”—and is working up an editorial on them, but I couldn’t 
hold back. 

“Emmett! Emmett!” I dashed up the steps. “Come see! A Booth is 
booked into Placerville!”

Emmett halted, his pencil poised in the air. “A Booth, Emma? But 
Booth is dead.”

“Oh, it’s not the old Booth. His name is Edwin. ‘Heir to the mantle’ the 
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bill says. Take a look for yourself!”
Emmett hesitated only a second, then shoved his pad and pencil back 

into his pocket. “Excuse me, friends.” He tipped his hat to the gents on 
the steps. “My daughter has brought me delightful news!”

He tucked his arm in mine, and together we hustled back to the 
Greyhound. Emmett is not a man to move down Main Street in a straight 
line—he’s often detoured by greetings to friends and acquaintances or 
by popping into an establishment to chat up an ad with a proprietor. But 
today he made good progress, and soon we stood, side by side, perusing 
the bill. It read like so:

PLACER THEATRE!

THE MANAGEMENT TAKES GREAT PLEASURE IN ANNOUNCING THEY 
HAVE EFFECTED AN ENGAGEMENT FOR TWO NIGHTS ONLY, WITH 

THE STAR TROUPE, AND THE YOUNG AMERICAN TRAGEDIAN,

MR. EDWIN BOOTH,

HEIR TO THE MANTLE OF HIS ILLUSTRIOUS PREDECESSOR, 

JUNIUS BRUTUS BOOTH THE ELDER.

FRIDAY EVENING, JULY 4,

WILL BE PRESENTED COLMAN’S TRAGEDY OF

THE IRON CHEST

Sir Edward Mortimer ........................................ MR. EDWIN BOOTH
Helen ................................................................................. Mrs. Burnham

z
There was more on the bill, of course—musical and variety acts, and the 
promise of The Taming of the Shrew on the following night—but our eyes 
were riveted by the name of Booth!

“So,” mused Emmett, “the old lion’s cub will grace our stage. I’d heard 
Junius had a passel of sons, but I can’t say as I’ve seen them. This Edwin 
will have some big shoes to fill.”

“Perhaps he’ll be wonderful,” I said.
“There’s only one way to find out. Let’s hunt up Dunlap!” 
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We scurried around the back of the building and up the staircase to 
the Placer Theatre. The doors were open, but the manager’s cubby behind 
the stage was vacant.

“Hmm,” said Emmett, rubbing his chin. “Now, where should we look 
for a fellow like Dunlap?”

And we both exclaimed at once, “In the saloon!”
We hurried back down to the street. I waited by the door while 

Emmett peered into the Greyhound. Sure enough, he spied Dunlap’s 
bright, checkered coat at one of the tables in the rear and quickly fetched 
the man out. 

“Dunlap.” Emmett smiled, charming as can be. “You’ve met my lovely 
daughter, Emma. Emma, you know Mr. Dunlap.”

Dunlap gave me a pleasant enough nod, even if he did smell of beer.
“We would like to review The Iron Chest for The Rattler,” Emmett said. 

“I can guarantee you a prominent place on the ‘Amusements’ page and 
multiple mentions of your establishment.”

“Lightfoot,” Dunlap replied, “you don’t have to sell me. Of course. I’ll 
save you a seat.”

“Two seats, if you don’t mind.” Emmett grinned. He pulled a cigar 
from his waistcoat pocket and offered it to Dunlap. 

“Yes, indeed,” said Dunlap, tucking the cigar away. “Two seats! A 
pleasure to do business, Lightfoot!”

When Emmett reviews a play for The Rattler, he always angles for 
two free seats instead of one. When I was small, it was cheaper to take 
me along than to hire someone to care for me, and I was happy there by 
his side. I still am. I love the smell of burning oil in the footlights and 
the shadows on the drops. I can’t wait for that moment when an actor 
first walks out on the stage and anything can happen. And I can’t wait to 
witness the Young American Tragedian!

Dunlap is never without a pocketful of tickets. He selected two and 
borrowed Emmett’s pencil to scrawl “Complimentary!” across their 
backsides, and then to sign them “W. Dunlap, Mgr.” We bid the gentleman 
a hearty thanks and started off in a high mood.

“Shall we celebrate over dinner, dear girl?” asked Emmett. “We have 
two choices—the Union Hotel, or the Union Hotel. Which do you 
prefer?”

“I’d say the Union Hotel!”
Emmett trades advertising to the Union’s restaurant in return for 
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credit. Its kitchen’s bounty is the source of most of our hot meals. Tom, 
the waiter, greeted us with a bright, “Hello, Lightfoots!” and swiftly had 
us seated and served at “Emmett’s Table” in the corner by the window. 

As we sipped our soup, I said, “Emmett, there was a man posting the 
bill when I first passed by the Greyhound, a stranger. Do you think he 
could have been Edwin Booth?”

“I doubt if the star of the show would be posting his own bill. What 
did he look like?”

“Tall, light hair, a beaded hat band. He spotted me standing behind 
him and smiled at me. I think his eyes were blue, and his tooth was 
chipped.”

“Did he speak to you?”
“Oh, no—as soon as he caught my eye, I got bashful and ran for you!”
Emmett laughed and wiped the soup from his mustache. “Old Booth 

was dark and on the short side. Although he was larger than life in front 
of the footlights. I saw him as Macbeth in Philadelphia and King Lear in 
Boston. He had such power, Emma. And that voice! When he roared, the 
rafters shook!” 

Tom set our pork and potatoes before us, but Emmett paid them no 
mind.

“Even in ’52, when he played Sacramento, the man was a sight to see. 
He was in his sunset, true—he was bowlegged, and his nose had been 
flattened in a bar fight—but no one could have matched him. I saw his 
Richard III four times! Why, he played that old villain as Fortune’s fool, 
drowning in the sorrow of his sins.”

I spied a tear in Emmett’s eye. He brushed it away with his napkin. 
Emmett is stoic about much of life, but beauty makes him weep.

“You’ve teared up over Booth before,” I said. 
Emmett gave a somber nod. “Yes, indeed, when he met his end on 

that Mississippi riverboat. The man was trying to get home, and instead, 
he died alone, upon the water. Hardly fitting. He was a fine actor. Crazy 
as a loon, but very fine.” Emmett shook his head and dug into his dinner.

For a time, we ate in silence in the comfort of each other’s company. 
Only when Tom had brought our pie to the table, did I gather the nerve 
to ask, “Emmett, am I a good help to you with The Rattler?”

He looked up from his plate in surprise. “Of course you are, Emma. 
You’re the best printer’s devil an editor could wish for. You set type 
quicker than I do.”
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“And I’m a passable writer.”
“You’re a very good writer.”
“Then I’d like to do more than the Ladies’ News and digging up quotes 

for filler. Please Emmett, let me write the review for The Iron Chest.” 
He frowned and took a long sip of his coffee. He loves to pen the 

theatre reviews. 
“I’m sixteen now, Emmett.”
“Have you been writing in the journal I gave you?”
“I’m starting it today. Please. I know I can make you proud.”
He lifted an eyebrow at me, but then he put his hand on mine. “You 

go to it, dear girl.”
I whooped, right in the middle of the restaurant. I would have hugged 

the man but for the pot of coffee between us. Once we were on the street, 
I broke into song, “A penny for a spool of thread, a penny for a needle!” 
Emmett whistled accompaniment, and, marching in step, we made our 
way cheerfully toward the Rattler office.

We were barely two doors from home when we came face to face 
with Clarence McPhee. Our song died right there. Emmett didn’t snub 
McPhee—he nodded politely—but as McPhee shuffled awkwardly aside, 
we strode on with purpose until we were in the privacy of our own rooms.

Clarence McPhee showed up at the Rattler a week ago with a 
“proposition” for Emmett, that he would “take me off ” my father’s hands. 
He even offered to toss fifty dollars into the deal. Once Emmett realized 
that this proposition was a proposal—of sorts—he let McPhee know, in 
frank terms, that he didn’t believe I was a liability, and that he reckoned 
he’d keep me about for a while. McPhee was taken aback. He has a pile 
of dirt that passes for a claim and he thinks himself a catch, although his 
clothes are rarely clean and his neck is scabby. 

Later, Emmett laughed at the conversation. “I told him no, Emma, 
but I expect I could still hunt him up if you have a mind to walk down 
the aisle.”

“I’d sooner walk on hot coals!”
“You sure? I might be able to bargain him up to sixty dollars. Maybe 

even a hog thrown in.”
“Emmett!”
He put an arm about my shoulders. “Don’t you worry, dear girl. Your 

home is here, until the day your heart says otherwise.”
A woman in the camps can be a magnet for lonely miners. My best 
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friend Evangeline lost her parents this spring and turned for a living to 
the Red House, where she must tolerate all sorts of men. Most of them 
are decent enough, but some have gotten desperate and hangdog, and 
they have lost their soul’s compass. It makes me grateful to have my 
father at my side.

Once we were back in the newspaper office, Emmett deposited our 
tickets under a jar of chewed pencils on his desk, and we went happily to 
work on Thursday’s edition. We had plenty to keep us busy, sorting the 
news we’d gleaned from the day and arranging the advertisements on 
the back pages. At long last, I looked up from the piles of paper before 
me. The wall clock announced it was past midnight. I neatened the 
stacks, took up a candle and our new volume of Dickens’s Little Dorrit, 
and started for the stairs. Emmett was at his desk in the lamplight, still 
scribbling away on the front page news.

“Emmett? How’s it coming?”
“Not bad. A few minutes more.” I didn’t want to keep him from it, so 

I headed upstairs. But his chuckle floated up behind me, “Seventy dollars 
and a goat?”

I should have tossed my book at him, but I was overtaken by giggles.
“Goodnight, Emma,” he called.
“Goodnight, Emmett!” And I laughed all the way up to my bed. 

s
WEDNESDAY, JUNE 18.   Our rooms. Very late on a summer’s 

night––

This is my favorite day of the week––the day we put The Placerville 
Rattler to bed! Around noon, while Emmett was still writing, I donned 
my printer’s apron and long black sleeves and claimed my spot on the 
stool before the type case. I am the printer’s devil, and I have the privilege 
of sorting the foolscap bearing my father’s scrawled notes into the neat 
lines and columns of the printed word! 

When I was small, Emmett spelled out my name backwards with bits 
of type and proceeded to print it on a sheet of paper, where it elegantly 
reversed itself and read, “Emma Rose.” After that, I couldn’t wait to learn 
the secret of setting type. I struggled to the verge of tears to make sense 
of it, until one day, my brain simply turned around! At school, I became 
the girl who could spell my classmates’ names backwards on their slates, 
then hold them up to the piece of mirror in the cloakroom where they 
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would magically read aright! Now my fingers fly as I compose the type.
My first task was to take on The Rattler’s “Amusements” section. I 

laid out a fine announcement of Edwin Booth in The Iron Chest, with a 
starburst above the text. Dunlap will be pleased.

Then I turned to the large formes, where each of The Rattler’s pages 
takes shape. Letters become sentences, then paragraphs and whole 
stories. It is my hope to make The Rattler both correct and pleasing to the 
eye, with borders and embellishments of art upon the pages. Sometimes, 
though, I come upon a spot at the bottom of a column where the words 
simply will not stretch. This day, I called out, “Emmett?”

“Umm-hmm.”
“Might you add a line or two to that article on the outlaw in Nevada? 

It’s short.”
He barely looked up. “I doubt if I can, dear girl. Our deadline is upon us.”
“A few more words would do the trick––”
“And rob the reader of a jewel of wisdom? This is a job for filler!”
“Oh, fine,” I said. “What shall it be? ‘A stitch in time––?’”
 “No. Overdone. Shakespeare? ‘Brevity is the soul of wit?’”
“Too brief! We need more words.” I grinned at him. ‘It is a wise father 

that knows his own child?’”
Emmett snorted and raised an eyebrow, but he went right on. “I have 

it! ‘Knowledge is the wing––’”
And we sang out together, “‘wherewith we fly to heaven!’”
My father smiled and dipped his pen into the inkwell. “A fine 

sentiment!”
 I agreed. “And it fits on the page to the letter!”
As the afternoon slipped into evening, we lit the lamps and carried 

on, Emmett with his editorial on the Vigilance Committees. When it 
was going well, he whistled merrily; when he labored, he let slip the 
occasional oath. Writing comes easily to Emmett, except when he cares 
deeply––then he struggles and scratches out line after line.

My father has never allowed me at hangings, although he is a regular 
attendee on behalf of The Rattler. He is outraged at those citizens who 
call themselves Vigilance Committees. He terms their doings “necktie 
parties dressed up in respectability,” and returns from such goings-on 
pale and quiet, except to say, “A hanging is a dreadful thing, one I hope to 
never see again.” Yet lynch law is the order of the day in California, now 
that the Gold Rush is tapped out. From San Francisco to the High Sierra, 


