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Figure 1. White and Chinese miners hoping to strike it rich during the
California Gold Rush, 1852.

The California Gold Rush, which occurred in the late 1840s, was one of the most
compelling eventsin the history of westwardexpansion.Thousandsof peoplecaughtÒgold
feverÓand decidedto go west in order to Òseethe elephant,Óas the great adventurewas
often called. Lightly populated by American Indians, Spanish missionaries, and traders,
California passedinto the hands of the United Statesas a result of the Mexican War of
1846Ð48.A number of American settlers,including the ill-fated Donner Party,had already
made the overland trek from the east, but the situation was about to be rapidly
transformed.On January24, 1848,JamesMarshall, overseeingconstruction of a millrace at
SutterÕsMill on the American River, noticed flakes of metal in the water. Various tests,
including that the metal could be pounded flat unlike brittle pyrite (foolÕsgold), convinced
Marshall and his bossJohnSutter that the material wasin fact real gold. Despitetheir best
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Figure 2. By 1851, the gold rush
had made San Francisco a

thriving port city.

Figure 3. Gold-hunters heading
for California from the East

Coast could choose the hard
and dangerous overland route
Ñ or take a steamship all the

way around South America.

efforts to keep the discoverya secret,word spread like wildfire and the mill was largely
abandonedas workers caught the first casesof Ògoldfever.ÓThe reaction of many was
typified by J.H. Carson,who wrote, ÒAfrenzy seizedmy soulÉpiles of gold roseup before
meÉÓ

Excitement spreadto San Franciscovia the leather lungs of Sam Brannan, who ran
through the streets,hollering ÒGold,gold, gold from the American River.ÓBefore doing
this, he had scoutedout a suitablesite for a store locatedadjacentto the diggings.This was
an early indication of who would be the greatestprofiteers from the Gold Rush. Before
long, San Franciscoemptied as men went off to the mines, while its harbor was jammed
with ships abandonedby their crews, who did the same. People from as far away as
Hawaii, Chile, and Peru arrived during the summer and fall of 1848,and in fact these
ÒForty-EightersÓ often picked out the best sites for mining and had the most success.

Not surprisingly, word of the discoverywas slow to reach the easternUnited States
during this pre-telegraphera. Thomas O. Larkin, consul at Monterey, sent dispatches
describing the discoveryto the east,while a tea caddyfilled with gold wasdisplayedat the
War Department in Washington, D.C. PresidentJamesK. Polk gavegreat publicity to the
gold discoveryin his December5, 1848messageto Congress,reporting that Òtheaccounts
of the abundanceof gold in that territory are of such an extraordinarycharacteras would
scarcelycommand belief were they not corroboratedby the authentic reports of officers in
the public service.ÓIt was now that the excitementreally began,and thousandsof people
began planning their trip to California for the following spring.

Forty-Ninerscoming to California from the easthad three travelchoicesÑ whether to
go by sea via Cape Horn or Panama,or overland. The amazing Cape Horn route was
popular in the early days of the Gold Rush, with hundreds of vesselsof varying quality
making the more than 13,000-milevoyagearound the tip of South America. If weather
conditions were unfavorable,this voyagecould take as long aseight months. Due to great
demand, the ships were often jammed with passengers,and unsanitary conditions
prevailed.A number suffered from scurvy from a lack of sufficient variety in their diet.
Worseyet, since the crewsoften took off in searchof gold oncearriving in SanFrancisco,
many peoplewere left behind waiting for ships in the east.Others failed to accountfor the
reversalof the seasonsin the Southern Hemisphere, and suffered from bitter wind and
cold as the ships rounded Cape Horn in July or August.

Some intrepid Forty-Niners saw a possible shortcut in the sea route Ñ instead of
going all the way around CapeHorn, why not crossthrough Panamain Central America?
This route wasindeedmuch shorter on paper,but suffered from its own pitfalls. In sailing
from the east coast of the United States,one had to disembark on the Atlantic side of
Panama,and sinceneither railroad servicenor the canalexistedat this time, crossoverland
acrossthe Isthmus to the Pacific coast.The tropical climate and endemic diseasesclaimed
many victims. Many people found that having to rely upon two ships for passageto San
Francisco merely doubled their chances of being delayed, with disastrous results.
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Figure 4. This map shows the
various routes available across

the United States in 1850.

Cholerais an acute, diarrheal
illness caused by a bacterial

infection of the intestine. About
one in twenty infected persons

has severe disease characterized
by profuse watery diarrhea,

vomiting, and leg cramps. In
these persons, rapid loss of

body fluids leads to dehydration
and shock. Without treatment,
death can occur within hours.

The disease can spread rapidly
in areas with inadequate
treatment of sewage and

drinking water.

In spite of all of these difficulties, it has been estimated that as many as 25,000
personsmadethe seajourney to California in the aftermath of the gold discovery,or about
asmany as lived in the whole territory before1848.Thesenumbers weredwarfedby those
who optedfor travelby land. Many peoplealreadypossessedmuch of the basicequipment,
especially wagons, oxen, and mules, required for the trip, and those west of the
Appalachianswererelativelycloseto the trail. A goodnumber of theseForty-Ninerspassed
through St. Louis, where they were impressed by the hustle and bustle of the rapidly
growing city. Others,such asWilliam Swain,wereappalledthat St. Louis wasÒÉdirty,with
black narrow streetsfilled with carsdrawn by mules. It is a bare heapof stone and brick,
coveredwith coal smokeÉÓMerchants in St. Louis shipped supplies to Independenceand
St. Joseph, Missouri, the jumping-off points for the trail.

One of the biggest and most important decisions that those going overland had to
makewaswhen to embarkon the trail. If a group startedtoo earlyin the spring, they found
that grasson the GreatPlains might not yet be high enough for their cattle to grazeupon,
wearing out the teamsat the very outset of the journey. On the other hand, if one started
too late, much of the grassmight be consumedby the animals of those who had started
earlier, or worseyet, too many miners might alreadybe at the diggings. Finally, there was
the recent memory of the fate of the Donner Party, trapped in the Sierraswith no food by
the first winter snowfall of 1846Ð47.For all of thesereasons,it seemsthat most overland
Forty-Niners tended to start somewhat earlier than would have been best.

From Missouri as far as Fort Hall, in present-dayeastern Idaho, most followed the
alreadywell marked Oregon Trail. The green travelers gained experiencethe hard way,
suffering such accidentsas being run over by wagons,shot by nervous companions, or
even shooting themselves as they pulled a loaded rifle out of a wagon muzzle first.
However, the greatesthazard of all certainly was disease,especiallythe dreadedcholera,
with which a victim could be Òmerryat breakfast and dead at supper.ÓThe foul water,
incessant labor, grueling walks, and varying weather all contributed to the toll. For too
many, as diarist Alonzo Delano put it, Òthespadeof the adventurerwas first used to bury
the remains of a companion.Ó

PastFort Hall, a majority of the overlandForty-Niners followed the Humboldt River,
soon to be nicknamed the ÒHellboltÓor ÒHumbug.ÓMuddy and alkaline, the river
diminished steadilyas it meanderedwest.Such grassesas it supportedwere quickly worn
thin by the vastnumbers of cattlegoing to California. The Humboldt simply vanishedinto
the sandat Humboldt Sink, in westernNevada.There beganthe most difficult part of the
journey, the Forty Mile Desert to the Sierras. Although not far by the standardsof the
entire trip, the exhaustion of men and animals led to the trail becoming littered with
discardedbelongingsand the corpsesof horses,cattle,and humans. Finally surmounting
with difficulty the heights of the Sierras, the Forty-Niners staggeredinto the mining
camps. As historian Ray Allen Billington put it, they had Òindeed been well tested.Ó

The great adventure of the mass migration to California completely changed the
courseof westwardexpansion.Up until 1849,there had beena gradualmovementof Euro-
Americans from the Appalachian Mountains to the Mississippi River and areasbeyond,
which were geographicallycontiguous.The only significant exceptionto this had beenthe
movementof relativelysmall numbers of peoplealong the trail to Oregon.Suddenly,more
than 100,000 peopleleapfroggedthe Great Plains, RockyMountains, and westerndeserts
within a period of just a few years,many employing St. Louis asa transit point. Motivated
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primarily by greed, these Forty-Niners also embodied other human qualities, including
bravery and a search for adventure, which made their story timeless.
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