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THE TWO CALEB DORSEYS OF TUOLUMNE COUNTY 

During the last half of the 19th Century, two men named Caleb Dorsey lived 

within about 30 miles of each other during the same time period – one in 

Tuolumne County, and the other in Stanislaus County.  Most researchers, 

attempting to gather information about a Caleb Dorsey in California, 

assumed that the two men were one in the same, and the research 

concerning them was largely confusing and frequently inaccurate.  It was 

further complicated because they were second cousins, with many identical 

family members.  (See attached relationship chart.)  Following is a very 

abbreviated account of their lives, which started in close proximity, diverged 

sharply, and reconnected at the end. 

 On May 25, 1825, the older of the two Caleb Dorseys was born in 

Ellicott Mills, Anne Arundel County, MD.1  He was the middle son in a family 

of ten children born to John Worthington and Mary Ann (Hammond) Dorsey.    

He was born into a large extended family with a long and noted history in 

that state.  Dorseys had first arrived in Virginia, and migrated to Maryland in 

1650 and settled in Anne Arundel County.2  Many Dorseys had assumed 

major roles in the development of the colony, and later the State of 

Maryland.  Dorseys served in the House of Burgesses, the General Assembly, 

several were prominent attorneys, judges, businessmen, farmers and 

politicians, and many were large landowners.  Several Dorsey men served 



2 

 

with distinction in the Revolutionary War, and in the Civil War – always on 

the Confederate side.3 

 Caleb was well-educated according to the traditions of his family.  Most 

biographies and county histories, some self-reported, state that he attended 

school in Rockville, ME, and graduated from Harvard University about 1849.4  

Available records show that, in fact, he attended the Rockville Academy in 

Rockville, Anne Arundel County, MD, near his home.5  Although he did 

attend Harvard University, entering in 1843, he left at the end of his junior 

year, and returned to Maryland in 1846.6  He doesn't appear to have made it 

into law school at all.  It appears that Harvard Law School expected him to 

attend, and why he changed the direction of his education is unknown.  

Writings of the time describe a law school curriculum at Harvard that was 

not formalized and many students returned home to read the law with a 

local attorney – a more practical way to become a lawyer.  Harvard has no 

record of Caleb Dorsey graduating from that institution at any level. 

Caleb reportedly read the law with Robert J Brent, was admitted to the 

Maryland bar, and practiced for a brief period in Maryland.7   Then he 

succumbed to the adventure offered by California and set out for the gold 

fields. 

He arrived in San Francisco September 22, 1850 on the steamer 

"Panama" from the Isthmus.8  He quickly made his way to the goldfields and 

Tuolumne County.  He can be located in the Federal census for 1850 in two 
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locations.  First, Caleb Dorsey was listed as a son living with his widowed 

mother in the Howard District of Anne Arundel County, MD, enumerated 

August 17, 1850; second, as a miner living with six other men, all listed as 

miners, in Township 5, Tuolumne County, CA, enumerated on March 1, 1851 

– about five months after stepping off the steamer in San Francisco.9  He 

invested in land where he established a saw mill, first near Springfield,10 

later in Shaw's Flat,11 mined for gold12 and participated in the development 

of a company to supply water to the local mining operations.13  On 

November 8, 1852, he was officially admitted to the California Bar,14 and 

thereafter devoted himself primarily to his legal profession.  He continued to 

have mining interests for the rest of his life.15   

As the Know-Nothing candidate, Caleb Dorsey was elected District 

Attorney of Tuolumne County for the first time in 1856.  However, he was 

removed from office in March 1857 because, he was "now absent over three 

months in the Atlantic States," and was replaced by Leander Quint, Esq.16  

The reason for his extended stay on the East Coast may be explained by the 

fact that in the following year he returned to Maryland where, in Baltimore 

on March 16, 1858, he married Esther Maria McNabb.17  He brought his wife 

back to Sonora with an entourage that included household slaves, which 

evidently were freed soon after arrival.18  One employee, Kitty Malthus, born 

in Maryland, had been a member of Dorsey’s childhood family, cared for his 

children and died of “paralysis” in Sonora 20 Oct 1875, at the age of 64.19  
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She is buried in the Sonora City Cemetery.20  Caleb built a fine house at the 

north end of Washington Street – a two story brick house with porches and 

gardens.21  As he established his reputation as a lawyer and politician, he 

successfully ran again for district attorney, and was admitted to argue before 

the California Supreme Court in 1862.22  The Dorseys had five children, 

three daughters, Elizabeth (Bessie), Ann Esther June (Anita) and Katherine 

(Kate), and two sons, Robert Lee and Caleb Chauncey Dorsey.23 

 Meanwhile, in 1833, while the future Sonora Attorney Caleb Dorsey 

was attending primary school in Rockville, MD, in Ellicott City, a few miles 

away, another Caleb Dorsey was born in Baltimore County, MD – the fourth 

son of Edward Worthington and Eleanor (Brown) Dorsey.24  This Caleb was 

also a great grandson of Thomas Beale Dorsey.  In 1834, Edward Dorsey put 

his property in Patapsco Falls, Baltimore County, MD up for sale and 

migrated with his young family to Pike County, MO.25  He soon acquired 

significant land holdings and became a successful farmer.26  His family grew, 

eventually consisting of eleven children, eight of whom survived to 

adulthood.  In the 1850 Census, enumerated on August 1, in Cuivre, Pike 

County, MO, the Edward Worthington Dorsey family lists four children still in 

the house.  The two eldest sons of Edward and Eleanor Dorsey, Thomas 

Beale and John Worthington Dorsey, were noted in the census as having 

gone, "To the mines."  Caleb, now 16, is listed as a farmer and not attending 

school.27 
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 When Edward Dorsey died in 1858,28 Caleb, the only son at home, 

took over the responsibilities of the extensive Dorsey farming interests.  He 

soon joined the Missouri Guard, and as time passed became more and more 

involved in the conflict developing around him.  He was promoted steadily 

from captain to colonel.29  According to the 1860 census, Thomas Beale 

Dorsey, now returned from California, is listed as head of household, the 

family real estate is valued at $25,000 and the personal estate at $10,000.  

In June 1861 for the sum of $3,000, Caleb Dorsey conveyed his right of 

inheritance to his father's estate to Thomas.30  Reports of Caleb's activities 

during the early part of the War of Rebellion are sparse, but he is often 

noted for the skirmish at Mt. Zion Church in December 1861.  This operation 

began when Confederates led by Col. Dorsey had the advantage of Union 

troops, routed them and took prisoners.  It became a rout of Dorsey's men 

when many more reinforcements of Union soldiers returned and 

overwhelmed them.31  On February 15, 1862, he was captured by Federal 

soldiers at the Osage River in Missouri, and was accused of recruiting 

soldiers for the Confederate cause.  He was first imprisoned in Afton, IL, but 

was later transferred to a prison at Fort Warren, MA.32 

 In March 1862, James Broadhead, his brother-in-law and already a 

prominent attorney and politician, wrote to the headquarters of the Union 

Army in Missouri and requested parole for Col. Caleb Dorsey.  He stated that 

although he was not authorized to guarantee a change in his sentiments, he 
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was sure that when Caleb was home and surrounded by the good influences 

of his family he would not return to the conflict.33  In July 1862, Colonel 

Caleb Dorsey was part of a general exchange from the Federal prison at Fort 

Warren, MA.  Immediately upon his return to Missouri in August 1862 he 

rejoined the Confederate service, and was later assigned as a recruiter 

again.34  Those good family influences that Broadhead alluded to included a 

mother and three sisters who were devoting all of their time to sewing 

Confederate uniforms and assisting the Confederate soldiers in Pike County, 

MO.35  They also corresponded with Confederate soldiers who were in need 

of clothing, boots or other personal equipment, and the ladies willingly 

responded with both letters and the requested items.36 

There are reports of Col. Dorsey leading about 600 men in Arkansas in 

1863 and back in Callaway County in central Missouri with a force behind 

him in 1864.37  Dorsey and his men, under his commanding General, 

Sterling Price, were pushed into Texas where they were operating when the 

war ended.38  On June 25, 1865, he wrote his sister, Lou Eleanor Dorsey, 

that he was crossing into Mexico, because he couldn't return to Missouri.39  

Whether that was because of conduct during the war or because of his 

convictions – or perhaps an unwillingness to sign an oath of allegiance – is 

unknown.  All available records seem to support the assertion that he never 

did return to Missouri.  He didn't do much more than pause in Mexico where 
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Price and others were setting up the new independent colony of "Carlota" 

under the welcoming auspices of Maximilian.40   

Leaving Mexico, he went directly north to Stockton, San Joaquin, CA, 

where he had relatives, and by November 7, 1866 he had acquired over 

4,000 acres of prime wheat-growing land in Stanislaus County, near the 

future town of Oakdale.41  By the 1870 census, the entire family including 

his mother, Eleanor Elizabeth Dorsey, two brothers, John Worthington and 

Thomas Beale, and three sisters, Lou Eleanor, Edwa and Anna, were living 

together on his ranch.42  He formed a partnership with his brothers Thomas 

and John, and the Dorsey Bros. company was involved in a variety of 

businesses, including a contract in 1870 with the State of California to 

provide materials for the upgrading of the Stanislaus River.43  Their 

operations eventually included his nephew, Edward Worthington Dorsey, 

Thomas's oldest son, who as the surviving Dorsey would eventually run the 

entire farming operation.44   

 Sonora Attorney Caleb Dorsey remained a Southerner all his life, and 

certainly was a sympathizer of the Confederate cause during the Civil War.45  

Although not actively involved in the conflict, from 1855 when he ran for 

Tuolumne County District Attorney on the Know-Nothing ticket,46 through 

years of active participation in the local and state Democratic Party, to 1879 

when he was the New Constitution Party's candidate for Associate Justice of 

the Supreme Court.  He continuously aligned himself with political parties 
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and groups in California who first supported the secession of the state, then 

the creation of a Pacific Republic and finally the political coalition of like-

minded politicians in parties that were strongly opposed to the assimilation 

of the Chinese and other minorities.47 

In 1738, his grandfather, also Caleb Dorsey, had donated land near his 

home in Anne Arundel County, MD for an Episcopal Church.48  It is a red 

brick church that has been restored, and Christ Church is now a source of 

local pride in Columbia, MD.  Many articles and county histories continue to 

credit Sonora Attorney Caleb Dorsey with following the family tradition and 

donating the land across the street from his house in Sonora to the Episcopal 

Church.49  However, three deeds of conveyance for land to St. James 

Episcopal Church dispel the myth.  Deeds specifically for a church building 

can be found in the Tuolumne County Recorder's Office.  The grantors were, 

brothers H. L and C. H. Street who sold one lot for $200, and Abner Pitts and 

Frederick Salter who sold their adjoining lots for $1 each.50  The two deeds 

that were in effect donating the land to the church stipulate that if the land 

is not used for a church the land in question will revert according to 

stipulations; in the case of Abner Pitts, to the grantor.  Frederick Salter 

stated that the land should revert to the Tuolumne County School System.  

Caleb Dorsey, Frederick Salter and Abner Pitts with Charles Burden would 

form the first vestry of St. James Church.  Later his daughter, Elizabeth 

Dorsey would become a highly respected Episcopal deaconess, and Caleb, 
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demonstrating his serious devotion to his church, addressed the Episcopal 

Convention in San Francisco in 1883.51 

He continued to be very active in local and state politics and the legal 

affairs of the county.  He was highly respected as a defense lawyer.  His 

contact with the fabled bandit Joaquin Murietta is an oft-repeated legend, 

and though unproven, it does appear that he may have defended a member 

of the bandit's gang in court for an early minor offense, and through that 

and other contacts, engendered the bandit's trust.  After Murrieta was killed 

and beheaded, it is alleged that Dorsey, because of his prior knowledge, was 

asked to identify the head as Murietta's.52  However, more recent historical 

research seems to make this highly doubtful.  He served as District Attorney 

for Tuolumne County several different times.53   

Caleb Dorsey was certainly a colorful character in a colorful time, as 

demonstrated by one courtroom episode while he was the Assistant District 

Attorney in 1882.  During the examination of a witness, the witness became 

angry with Dorsey, and an argument ensued – Dorsey drew his six-shooter – 

and the witness drew his.  Due to the interference of others, tempers cooled 

and the trial went on "without any further demonstrations."54  In another 

incident, memorialized in the local newspaper, Dorsey and E. A. Rodgers, 

Esq. were both in the court house – Dorsey drinking water with a tin dipper, 

using the court house’s bucket.  Rodgers made a remark evidently 

suggesting that someone was “either a thief or a liar.”  Assuming that the 
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remark was directed at him, Dorsey verbally and physically responded using 

the tin dipper on Rodgers’ head.  Rodgers retaliated with a carefully aimed 

kick which fortunately did not hit its mark.  Judge Redmond, who was a 

witness to this, threatened them into apologizing after the contretemps had 

been broken up by Sheriff Yancey.  The newspaper commented, “…Dorsey 

and Rodgers on their knees before John Redmond, praying for his pardon!”55 

 Of the five children of Caleb and Esther Dorsey, four reached 

adulthood, and none married.  The third child, a son name Robert Lee 

Dorsey, was born in November 1863, and died the following June.56  He is 

buried in the Sonora City Cemetery.57  The eldest, Elizabeth, devoted her life 

to good works, the local community and the Episcopal Church, where she 

was ordained a deaconess.58  She was greatly beloved in the community 

where she was remarkably active.  She “appears time and again in the 

records of the Parish, most particularly in connection with those affairs 

touching on the well being of women and children.”59  She was honored by 

the parish with the installation of a stained glass window in St. James 

Episcopal Church dedicated to her, which can still be seen today.  The other 

two daughters, Katherine and Anita, remained at home.  Caleb Chauncey 

Dorsey, the youngest member of the family and only surviving son, was a 

miner all his life, and with two other partners discovered a rich quartz ledge 

that became the Pittsburgh-Liberty mine in Mono County, California, and 
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was later sold for $500,000.60  Until his early death in 1916 at the age of 48, 

he remained active in the mining business in Tuolumne County. 

Like his cousin in Sonora, Colonel Dorsey, as he was known all of his 

life, created a successful, active, diverse and prosperous life for himself in 

Oakdale, Stanislaus County, surrounded by family.  He never married, but 

was active in local agricultural organizations, civic activities, and social 

groups as well as constantly expanding his business activities.  He devoted 

himself to ranching, raising stock and fine blooded horses, including racing 

stock.  Over the years Col. Dorsey served as an officer in the San Joaquin 

Agricultural Society, served as a county supervisor, and briefly as a State 

Assemblyman, and was a director of the Crocker-Citizens National Bank, and 

an active member of the local Masonic lodge.  He was also an active member 

of the Democratic Party in California.  Col. Dorsey, like Attorney Dorsey, held 

several mining claims in Tuolumne County at the time of his death.  Because 

their names are identical, it is sometimes difficult to determine which claims, 

deeds and patents should be attributed to which man, but several records of 

Tuolumne County are clearly written to "Caleb Dorsey of Stanislaus 

County."61 

There were many instances when the two men, who were both actively 

involved in state politics, attended the same Democratic Party activities and 

conventions, and surely knew each other well.  The chief physician at the 

Stockton Insane Asylum, Dr. Samuel W. R. Langdon, married Edwa Dorsey, 
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the sister of Col. Dorsey.  Both Caleb Dorseys, the attorney and the colonel, 

were appointed as directors of the Asylum, Col. Dorsey in 1876 and Atty. 

Dorsey in 1885 shortly before his death.  After his death in 1885, a petition 

for Letters of Administration was submitted by his wife, Esther Marie McNabb 

Dorsey, because her husband, the lawyer, ironically died intestate.  The 

sureties for the bond were "Caleb Dorsey and Thomas Beale Dorsey of 

Stanislaus County."62  Attending his funeral, and later the funerals of his wife 

and children, were Dorsey relatives, Dorseys, Langdons and Ewings, mostly 

from Stockton.63  It is clear that there was an ongoing close and friendly 

relationship that developed and held strong over the years.  When Elizabeth, 

the eldest daughter of Caleb and Esther, died in 1935, her funeral was 

attended by her Dorsey extended family from Oakdale and Stockton, 

including all three of the children of Thomas Beale Dorsey.64 

Col. Dorsey increased his acquisition of land to include acreage in 

Taylor County, TX, along with five other members of the family.65  Evidently 

like the acquisition of a wheat-growing enterprise in Alberta, Canada, they 

were planning to expand to other kinds of farming or development.66  He 

also continued to add to his collection of mining claims, but seemed to have 

concentrated his efforts on the Snell mine, 15 miles northeast of Columbia in 

Tuolumne County.67  Col. Dorsey took on a partner, an acquaintance from 

the war, named John T. Newcomer, and they were evidently working the 

mine on a shoestring budget.  In 1896, after an argument over the profits of 
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the mine, Newcomer drew on Dorsey and killed him.68  There was a widely 

publicized trial, and Newcomer was found guilty of second degree murder 

and sentenced to eleven years in San Quentin.69  Stating that Col. Dorsey 

was known to be temperamental, quick to anger, and to carry a weapon, 

supporting his claim of self-defense, Newcomer appealed.  He won his 

acquittal, based on the unfairness of the judge's instructions.70   However, 

Newcomer was ostracized by the community and he committed suicide in 

1902.71   

Like his cousin Atty. Caleb Dorsey, the Colonel died intestate, and his 

estate passed to his family.  His nephew Edward continued to run the 

farming operation.72  The only remaining traces of both men are found in the 

histories of Tuolumne and Stanislaus Counties and two cemetery plots.  The 

family of Attorney Caleb Dorsey was interred in the IOOF Cemetery in 

Sonora in a plot which has no headstones, marker, grass or any decoration 

except a single remaining broken urn.  Only the name Dorsey chiseled into 

the stone step leading to the plot, signals to the visitor that they have found 

the final resting place of six members of the Dorsey family.73  On the other 

hand, Col. Dorsey was buried in the Dorsey/Ewing family plot in the Rural 

Cemetery in Stockton.  His headstone is adorned with a plaque from the 

United Daughters of the Confederacy and is decorated annually to honor his 

war service.74  There is no other trace of his life, except Dorsey Road in 

Oakdale – next to the land owned and farmed by him and his family. 
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They began their lives as second cousins, separated by 8 years and about 25 

miles, traveled completely divergent paths through life, and ended those 

lives less than 50 miles and eleven years apart. 
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