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  Foreword



From all over the planet they came.... They came in companies and alone, with money and without, knowing and naïve. They tore themselves from warm hearths and good homes, promising to return; they fled from cold hearts and bad debts, never to return. ― H.W. Brands, The Age of Gold: The California Gold Rush and the New American Dream


Shakespeare famously reminded us that all that glitter is not gold and there is a mountain of truth in these words. However for those who found themselves caught up in a gold rush, there was nothing on their minds but the prospect of fortune no matter the cost. 




As most people know, a gold rush is a time of mass migration to an area with the expectations of finding gold. These occurrences have been well-documented as far back as the 17th century, each time having far-reaching consequences for the local economies and communities. 




Gold’s high value and the prospect of getting wealthy quickly were two of the main reasons why gold rushes are so appealing to so many people. Fortune favors the bold and people of all walks of life, from miners to merchants to speculators, flock to a region during a gold rush. New villages and cities spring up quickly to accommodate the influx of people, but their infrastructure isn’t always ready for it.




A gold rush can be triggered by a number of different factors. Sometimes it is the actual discovery of gold deposits while other times all it takes are the rumors of gold to have people dropping their entire life and flocking to the area.. While there have been numerous gold rushes documented through the last few hundred years, there are three that stand out in the history books and these are the gold rush of California in 1849, in Australia in the 1850s, and the Klondike in the late 1890s.




In our discussion today we will take a look at these three rushes and several others and how they came to be and to end. We will also look at both the positives and negatives of gold rushes on economies, societes and individual lives.








  
  
  Chapter 1: The California Gold Rush (1848-1855)

  
  




1.A background on discovery of gold in California




In January 1848, not far from where Coloma, California is today, James W. Marshall made a discovery that would shape not only the future of California but the future of the whole of the United States of America.




Marshall, who was at the time constructing a sawmill for Swiss immigrant John Sutter, made this very valuable discovery when he found gold in the American River. This discovery would quickly sparked a mass migration of individuals from all over the world who truly believed that this was their chance to change their stars.




The massive migration to California in pursuit of gold that Marshall’s discovery sparked is commonly referred to as the California Gold Rush and is arguably one of the most well-known and well-documented gold rushes in human history. It would change the very fabric of not only the American economy but of its culture, society and environment.




As you may have guessed, the news that gold had been discovered traveled fast. in a massive influx of visitors to California in the early 1848. They traveled from all over the United States and the world. Many people left their jobs, their homes and families in search of gold, risking everything in the hopes of finding a fortune and changing their lives.




Due to the fact that no official documentation or records were kept at the time it is hard to estimate exactly how many people flocked to California.. However, some records that were kept in California estimate that the population grew from around 14,000 individuals to over 100,000 by the end of 1849. This is a rather incredible statistic when you consider just exactly the shape and industry of California would have to change in order to support an additional 86 000 people in less than a year.




Indisputably the discovery of gold in California would change the very fabric of America’s economy and society, two subjects which shall be discussed below.
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2.The economic impact on California and the United States




California and the rest of the United States both benefited economically from the discovery of gold in 1948. The gold rush was a significant factor in the expansion of the West and the fast industrialization of California. If one considers the sheer numbers of people arriving it was impossible for California not to industrialize, and fast.




Businesses and sectors sprang up in response to the gold rush in California, which attracted a large influx of new residents. Because of the need to move workers and supplies to and from the gold fields, the transportation sector also flourished and new technologies were developed to make transport quicker and safer. As more people required places to stay and places to eat both the hospitality and food service industries expanded as well. Moreover, new businesses sprung up to provide miners with the picks, shovels, and buckets they required to do their work. The clothing businesses also saw an increase in sales with miners requiring more durable shirts, pants and shoes for those long hours searching for gold.




In addition to California’s economy, the national economy was also profoundly affected by the gold rush. Inflation resulted from the sudden rise in gold production because of the metal’s falling worth. Nonetheless, the American economy received a substantial boost from the gold rush. The increased quantity of gold fueled economic growth and investment.




The gold rush was also crucial to the growth of California as a state. The gold rush was a significant factor in California’s rapid development and growth after it became the 31st state in 1850. The influx of businesspeople and capitalists attracted by the gold rush paved the way for the development of numerous new sectors within the state’s economy. Agriculture and industry expanded, and new forms of transportation infrastructure like railways and highways were built.




On an economic level, the discovery of gold in California in 1848 had a significant effect on the economies of both the state and the country. It was a major factor in the rise of California and the West as a whole. The gold rush sparked investment and economic development, the aftereffects of which are still being felt today. 




In addition to the economic changes that resulted from the gold rush there were also several social and cultural changes that came about that we shall discuss in the next section.
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3.The social, cultural and environmental impact on California and the United States




The social and cultural climate of California and the United States were profoundly altered by the California Gold Rush. In a span of seven years, the state would see massive immigration from all over the world and this would change not only the cultural environment of the United States but also the very fabric of Californian society.




The population boom in California was one of the gold rush’s most noticeable societal effects. New settlements were established, and existing ones expanded, as thousands of people flocked to California in pursuit of gold. As people from all walks of life and cultures came to California in pursuit of economic success, the state’s population grew increasingly diverse and multicultural. While the greatest numbers of people came from the east coast of America there were people from all over the world and interestingly 20% of the miners who came to California were from China.




Gender norms and relationships were also profoundly affected by the gold rush. Women played an important role in the establishment of settlements and the delivery of necessities to the miners in California, as many of them followed their husbands or partners there. Prostitution increased during the gold rush because many women needed to supplement their income.
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