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A GRAND ADVENTURE

Gold changed the destiny of a nation.

Its accidental discovery in 1848 by a moody, not-too-bright carpenter set
off the most frenzied gold rush in the history of the world, and the
greatest mass migration of human beings ever known. It turned
California - until then a sparsely populated, largely unknown region - into
a household word throughout the world.

Before 1848, California was a sleepy, languid land. The Mexicans (and
their predecessors, the Spanish) settled the coastal lands on vast tracts
donated to them by the Mexican government, and turned it into a
delightful playground. No one worked hard; the men practiced
horsemanship, the women embroidered. The boring chores of life were
relegated to servants.

Inland California, even wilder, was the domain of Indians...and later the
domicile of a few settlers who had been granted estates by the Mexican
government. Captain John Sutter was the most notable.

As 1848 opened, the United States had just wrested this charming,
lonely land from Mexico after a brief skirmish or two, mainly because
there was too much of it for the Mexicans to hang onto.

For that matter, there was no assurance the United States would fare
better controlling such a faraway settlement. California was then, in
truth, a remote island, cut off from the civilized world of the East by 1,800
miles of broiling desert and impassable mountains. By sea, it was 18,000
Miles distant, via Cape Horn.




This, then, was the setting on a crisp, cold January morning when an
ordinary carpenter, James Marshall, went down to the river to look at the
progress of construction on a mill he was building for John Sutter.
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““One morning in January - it was a clear, cold morning, | shall never forget
that morning - as | was taking my usual walk along the race after shutting
off the water, my eye was caught with the glimpse of something shining in
the bottom of the ditch. There was about a foot of water running then. |
reached my hand down and picked it up. It made my heart thump, for |
was certain it was gold.”’
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Marshall’s cataclysmic discovery failed to ignite any widespread
enthusiasm for several months. A San Francisco newspaper gave it four
sentences on a back page; few readers took the news seriously. In fact,
editors themselves called it a hoax.

The man who turned the world’s blindness to 20-20 vision was Sam
Brannan, a shrewd entrepreneur who (by fortuitous chance!l) owned a
general store near the gold discovery site. Having satisfied himself that
there was, indeed, gold for the picking, he gathered up a small bottle of
nuggets at Coloma, headed for San Francisco, and rode up and down
Montgomery Street booming, ““Gold! Gold from the American River!”

The effect of Brannan’s enthusiastic announcement on San Francisco
was electrifying. Virtually the entire population (450) packed off to the
hills, hysterical with gold lust. According to a contemporary account,
“The blacksmith dropped his hammer, the carpenter his plane, the
mason his trowel, the farmer his sickle, the baker his loaf, and the
tapster his bottle. All were off for the mines, some on carts, some on
crutches, one even went in a litter.”

The rush of 1848 was strictly local. Something like a quarter-million
dollars in gold was pried from California before the winter rains set in.
Except for a large group that wandered north from Sonora, Mexico, and
a few who drifted in from Oregon Territory, the miners came almost
entirely from within California.

When word finally reached the East Coast, most Americans were sure
the reports were exaggerated, until President Polk informed Congress:
“The accounts of the abundance of gold in that territory are of such an
extraordinary character as would scarcely command belief.”
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It was like an official sanction. An entire nation became delirious with
gold fever. As if by command, literally thousands upon thousands
dropped everything and headed for California.

The first wave to leave for the land of golden promise engaged passage
on whatever ships were available, and set off on a tedious, sometimes
harrowing voyage around Cape Horn that would take six months to
reach San Francisco. Some chose the shorter, though far more
dangerous, sea route via Panama. In Panama they put in at the Gulf
port of Chagres; from there it was by muleback across the Isthmus to
Panama City, where the wait for another ship heading up the coast might
take months. Some didn’t make it; they caught yellow fever before they
caught the boat.

The hardest, but most popular, route to California was overland, across
trackless plains, rugged mountains, and waterless deserts. It was a trek
that couldn’t be undertaken until spring, when forage grass was tall
enough to sustain pack animals.

The hazards were many, and the multitudes who tried it were mostly ill-
prepared. Consequently, their hardships and deprivations were some of
the most harrowing in western folklore. Still they went.

The stampede was on, like some pestilential wave. California’s
charming pastoral life was smashed forever.




GOLD RUSH OF ’48
So plentiful was gold that first summer that the boys treated it recklessly,
as though the supply would have no end.

For centuries, the precious metal had been accumulating. Each spring
the melting snows would trickle down the Sierras, depositing another
crop of gold flecks and nuggets in crevices or in calm waters along the
foothills. Happy miners literally stumbled over chunks of gold by sheer
accident.

A man named McKnight chased a runaway cow, stubbed his toe on an
outcropping of quartz, and sure enough, there was a fortune. A German
struck a three-ounce nugget while digging a hole for a tent pole. Three
Frenchmen uprooted a tree stump from the middle of the Coloma road
and dug $5,000 in gold from the hole. A prospector staked out his mule
for the night; when he pulled the stake in the morning the hole was
gleaming with gold.

Such stories percolated across the western landscape and inflamed an
already gold-hungry populace. The tales, however flamboyant, wore the
trappings of truth, naming names and places.

And so the whole population of California simply transferred to the
foothills. So assured were the men of an easy fortune that they
sometimes arrived on the scene with nothing but a jack knife. Everyone
was an amateur, none had ever mined, but all expected to get rich
overnight. Some tried to be not too greedy. One newcomer declared, “If
I dtpr;_’tdpick up more than a hatful of gold a day, | shall be perfectly
satisfied.”

It was a remarkable phenomenon that in the midst of such easy wealth,
th.e mines were practically free of crime that first year. A shovel or pick
lying in a hole was the accepted sign of ownership. No one thought of
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jumping the claim. Belongings left in camp were unmolested; even
bottles or bags of gold were left unguarded. It was simpler to gather gold
than to steal it.

Poker was the favored entertainment of miners, and one eyewitness
reported a game where the pot had grown so high that one player
needed more dust to see the last raise. Putting his pile to one side, he
calmly remarked to a companion, ‘‘Here, Jim, watch my pile until | go out
and dig enough to call him.”

The few cases of crime that came up were dealt with by “letting the
punishment fit the crime.”” One rascal who stole a sack of gold and
stashed it away, hastily repented after he was tied to a tree near a creek,
his back laid bare to the bloodthirsty mosquitoes.

But if gold was free for the picking, there was always someone around
who felt free to pick his share of the pickings -- the camp merchant.

“Fleecing the Golden Fleecers” became a lively and profitable
business. In Sacramento, gateway to the treasure, men like Collis
Huntington and Sam Brannan were waxing wealthy supplying the bare
necessities of mining: shovels, picks and wash pans at a 1500 per cent
mark-up. Within three months of the first wave of digging, Colonel
Mason reported that Brannan & Company ‘‘had received in payment for
goods $36,000 worth of gold from the 1st of May to the 10th of July.”

When the interminable winter rains descended on the foothills, most of
the Forty-Eighters were driven downhill to Sacramento or back to their
families to wait for the spring melting of Sierra snow. But some stayed
near their claims, puttering at mining, soaked to the skin much of the
time. Some miners claimed the rain fell harder inside the cabins than it
did outside.

—jo—

“The rainy season set in. It rained three days, and | knew | had to get to
San Francisco. What | was making in the mines was a mere nothing
compared to what | had at stake there. But | never left a place with more
regret, as hard as the fare was. We were interested every day in the work
for gold, and did not know when we might make a rich strike.

“My last day, the rain notwithstanding, a companion and myself went out
to dig for a couple of hours. When we returned we had $25 worth. That
was the last of my mining. | sold my pistol and blankets for an ounce each,
$16. The next morning | started for Sacramento afoot.” - Daniel Knower

——ol—
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In the spring of 1849, following President Polk’s State-of-the-Union
message, the dam of ignorance that had held the rest of the country
back, broke loose. Gold fever, until then a local outbreak in a remote and
almost unheard of place, all at once became an international epidemic.
In 1849 more than a hundred thousand people poured into California.
Gold mania swept the East, jumped the Atlantic to England, invaded
Germany and France. Those who came by ship docked in San
Francisco, turning the small hamlet into a virtual boomtown. Tents and
makeshift housing covered the hills. Ships clogged the harbor, many
abandoned by their crews for the diggings. Mud in the streets got so
deep that men drowned in it.

Sacramento, a sort of warehouse and gathering point for the mining
district, changed almost overnight from a muslin-and-canvas village of
120 population, to a full-blown city. Two hundred houses went up that
first spring.

And up and down the foothills, instant towns sprang up like toadstools on
a wet morning, christened with raffish names that tickled the miners’
fancy - Rich Bar, Gomorrah, Delirium Tremens, Humbug, Jackass Hill,
You Bet, or Bed Bug. Most vanished overnight if the gold petered out. All
were tinderboxes, just a spark away from obliteration on a boisterous
Saturday night.




He got outfitted with everything a miner should need, had his picture
taken in a Minnesota studio...but never left home.

The ‘Age of Innocence’ ended with the Forty-Eighters. Life was
sometimes raw. All the vices money could buy surfaced. Men drank and
gambled in excess. They spend their dust recklessly. If they had worked
hard for it, they felt they owed themselves a treat. If it came easy, they
felt they could always get more. Fortunes were made and lost,
sometimes all in one day. When a strike was made and gold was flowing
freely, the camp store supplied men with sardines, oysters, French
champagne. For men down on their luck, rancid bacon and beans
sufficed.

For all who struck it rich, there were thousands who hunkered ankle-
deep in cold mountain streams rotating a pan, or shovelled a ton of
gravel a day into a long tom, eking out a bare existence.

Still and all, it was a life of excitement, win or lose. The wild ways of the
West were a release from the drudgery of everyday life they had known
back home: an escape from the ordinary. And for some, their toil at
rockers and long toms was better than the creditors, mothers-in-law and
hard-bitten employers they had left behind.

The California Gold Rush was an extraordinary episode in American
history, a story of courage and heroism, of cowardice and selfishness. It
lasted barely a decade. The brash young men who were a part of it,
whose search for gold settled a remote land in months instead of years,
had a grand, gaudy adventure they never forgot.

In spite of the misery of loneliness, hardship, and backbreaking work -
and sometimes broken dreams - they had ‘‘seen the elephant.”






