
		
			[image: 978-0-7627-9150-7.jpg]
		

	
		
			Gold

		

	
		
			
			Gold

			Firsthand Accounts from the Rush That Made the West

			John Richard Stephens

			
				
					[image: frame-1]
				

			

			Guilford, Connecticut

			Helena, Montana

			An imprint of Globe Pequot Press

		

	
		
			
			
			Copyright © 2014 by John Richard Stephens

			 

			ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, except as may be expressly permitted in writing from the publisher. Requests for permission should be addressed to Globe Pequot Press, Attn: Rights and Permissions Department, PO Box 480, Guilford, CT 06437.

			 

			TwoDot is a registered trademark of Morris Book Publishing, LLC.

			 

			Project Editor: Lauren Brancato

			Layout: Chris Mongillo

			Maps: Melissa Baker © Morris Book Publishing, LLC

			 

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication data is available on file.

			 

			eISBN 978-1-4930-1094-3

		

	
		
			
			This book is dedicated to Joanne and Monte Goeller.

		

	
		
			
			Acknowledgments

			

			

			I would like to thank Elaine Molina; Martha and Jim Goodwin; Scott Stephens; Marty Goeller and Dorian Rivas; Terity, Natasha, and Debbie Burbach; Brandon, Alisha, and Kathy Hill; Jeff and Carol Whiteaker; Christopher and Doug Whiteaker; Gabriel, Aurelia, Elijah, Nina, and Justin Weinberger; Rachel, Roxanne and Lotus Nunez; Jayla, Anthony, Sin, and Bobby Gamboa; Pat Egner; Baba and Mimi Marlene Bruner; Anne and Jerry Buzzard; Krystyne Göhnert; Eric, Tim, and Debbie Cissna; Norene Hilden; Doug and Shirley Strong; Barbara Main; Joanne and Monte Goeller; Irma and Joe Rodriguez; Danny and Mary Schutt; Les Benedict; Dr. Rich Sutton; SK Lindsey; Jeanne Sisson; Michael and Roz McKevitt; Carmen and Danny Shafer; and my agent, Charlotte Cecil Raymond.

		

	
		
			
			A Note on the Text

			

			

			I have fixed typographical errors, modernized punctuation and paragraphing, and have removed a few instances of racism. I have not changed nonstandard or unusual spellings, as I did not consider these to be typos.

		

	
		
			
			
				
					
						[image: frame-5]
					

				

				
					
						[image: frame-5]
					

				

				
			

			

		

	
		
			
			Introduction: 
The World’s Most Humongous Treasure Hunt

			

			

			The Middle of Nowhere

			The discovery of gold in California in 1848 was a momentous event that completely altered the nature of the West, generated major changes in the entire United States, and economically affected every developed country. It was an event that eventually shook the world.

			Oddly, no one took much notice of it at the time. Most of the participants didn’t believe the discovery had actually taken place. They thought it couldn’t really be gold, or else someone would have found it long before. Subsequently, those involved weren’t even sure what day the first nuggets were found on. To them the discovery was a minor curiosity, but the rush slowly built momentum until it reverberated around the globe, its effects felt for many years to come.

			The discovery site was an unlikely spot for such a monumental event. About two dozen men were building a sawmill alongside a river in a quiet valley dotted with pines, oaks, willows, buckeyes, and manzanitas. This little valley sat in the rolling foothills below the snow-peaked Sierra Nevada, thirty-five miles from the nearest frontier outpost—Sutter’s Fort—which in turn was fifty-five miles from the nearest town and military camp at Sonoma. All of this was in the sparsely populated province of Alta California, which had just been taken from Mexico and was occupied by the United States military. The nearest US border, not counting the remote territory of the Louisiana Purchase, was about 850 miles away at the far-flung edge of the newly ratified state of Texas. The nearest US city was St. Louis, Missouri, and it was 1,650 very rough miles away. As far as the world was concerned, gold was discovered at an unknown place in the middle of nowhere. But Alta California didn’t remain unknown for much longer.

			At the time of the US occupation, Alta California—then a Mexican department, a step up from a territory—included what is now California, Arizona, Nevada, and Utah, along with parts of Colorado and Wyoming. The part that became the state of California was very remote and sparsely populated, and contained only four presidios—military outposts that were each responsible for their district—at Santa Barbara, Monterey, Yerba Buena (San Francisco), and Sonoma. In addition to the pueblos, or towns, near each of the presidios, there were pueblos at San José, Villa de Branciforte (Santa Cruz), San Diego, and El Pueblo de Nuestra Señora la Reina de los Angeles del Río de Porciúncula (Los Angeles). By this time California’s string of missions were all in private hands. The Mexican government had sent the Franciscan friars back to Spain, converting the missions into ranchos. By the time of the war, there were about 800 scattered ranchos, each generally consisting of thousands of acres. The missions didn’t really exist, as such, at this time. When they did exist, there were just a handful of friars and a large number of Native Americans. When the missions were converted into ranchos, most of the Indians returned to their rapidly changing native lands.

			Except for Native Americans, almost the entire population lived in those pueblos along the coast. The Los Angeles pueblo was by far the largest, with an 1846 population of about 3,500 residents. One historian’s census for that same year listed the population of Yerba Buena at 149, with an additional 102 at the mission, and 30 in the presidio. Mexico was trying to increase the area’s population by encouraging immigration.

			Unfortunately, most population figures for this time don’t include Native Americans, and some don’t even include Californios (Spanish-speaking Californians). Before the American invasion, mortality from diseases dropped the Indian population from approximately 310,000 to around 150,000. It’s difficult to figure out how many Indian communities there were or where they were located. The primary role they played in the events at the time of the war and the gold rush was as the victims of massacres. Two years into the gold rush their population was down to about 70,000.

			

			The Mexican-American War

			When the Mexican-American War broke out in 1846, because the US annexed Texas, around thirty settlers seized the presidio at Sonoma in the Bear Flag Revolt. The Mexican commander consolidated his forces in Los Angeles, enabling Commodore John Sloat, with 250 men, to walk in and take over Monterey, Alta California’s capital, unopposed. The Mexicans couldn’t have defended Monterey anyway, since they didn’t have any gunpowder for their few cannons. Yerba Buena was similarly captured, with a force of seventy men. Los Angeles was also eventually occupied, after a few minor skirmishes.

			US Army lieutenant colonel and explorer John Frémont and about 160 men then took San Diego unopposed. Leaving forty men behind to hold the town, Frémont headed for Los Angeles. Fearing they were about to be overrun, the forty men holding San Diego fled, allowing Francisco Rico and Serbulo Varela, with fifty men, to recapture the pueblo unopposed. Three weeks later US forces recaptured San Diego after a brief skirmish. Then Captain Leonardo Cota and Ramon Carrillo, along with 100 men, laid siege to the town. The siege lasted several months, with daily skirmishes and several deaths.

			The largest battle of the Mexican-American War in California was the Battle of San Pasqual. General Stephen Kearny, who had marched overland from Santa Fe with a force of from 179 to 200 men, was lured into a trap by 160 Californios led by Major Andrés Pico. Kearny’s men were weakened by the 850-mile march through the Sonora Desert. The situation was desperate when Kit Carson, accompanied by another man, snuck through the Californio line in the middle of the night, and ran 35 miles barefoot to San Diego for reinforcements. Commodore Robert Stockton sent 200 men to rescue Kearny’s forces, and the Californios dispersed. Kearny had twenty-one men killed, while the Californios lost about half a dozen.

			By comparison to other battles in the Mexican-American conflict, in California it wasn’t much of a war. Overall, the locals were largely neutral. The rest were divided, with many Californios siding with the United States.

			

			Then the World Went Crazy

			When gold was discovered, the world went crazy, but it was a slow process. Jim Marshall found the first nuggets on or about January 24, 1848, but it was seven weeks before the first small article about the discovery appeared in a San Francisco newspaper. It was another ten months before people on the East Coast began to believe the reports. It took the rest of the world a bit longer to catch on. The gold rush began in earnest in 1849; the name “Forty-Niners” was given to those pioneers who headed for California during that and subsequent years. Because of the difficulties endured in getting to the state, the pioneers were also called the argonauts.

			Once the residents of San Francisco realized they could find gold themselves, practically the entire population of the city headed for the hills. Businesses locked their doors, schools closed, sailors abandoned ship, and California’s military governor sought the public’s help in finding and arresting Army and Navy deserters. Then men began flooding in from all over the world, including Australia, which at the time was still a British penal colony. This created a tremendous shortage of supplies, and the prices of commodities shot sky high. For example, in early 1848, lots in San Francisco were priced from $16 to $50; by the end of that year they were selling for $10,000 each.

			Gold country was inhabited by an unusual population. There were almost no women, children or old people. Practically the entire population was young men. This was largely because of the difficulty and dangers of getting to the gold fields, and because the lifestyle was so hard. Miner William Swain wrote, in a letter dated January 6, 1850, from the South Fork of Feather River: “George, I tell you this mining among the mountains is a dog’s life. A man has to make a jackass of himself packing loads over mountains that God never designed man to climb, a barbarian by foregoing all the comforts of civilized life, and a heathen by depriving himself of all communication with men away from his immediate circle.”

			

			An Influx of Pioneers

			Pioneers, hearing great things about California—not all of them true—began making the difficult journey to the state, mainly traveling overland. In 1848, right before the gold rush began, the California Star reported that San Francisco’s nonnative population—probably not including Hispanics—was 575 males, 177 females, and 60 children. Within just two years, the city’s population went from around 1,000 to 25,000, and by 1870 it was 150,000.

			In the seven years before the gold rush, 2,700 settlers arrived in California, mainly in covered wagons. By 1854, more than 300,000 pioneers had made the long journey. Almost all of them were men between the ages of twenty and forty. Of course, many of these men tried their luck and then returned to the East.

			It’s estimated that, in 1848, California’s entire nonnative population totaled no more than 15,000. Two years later, according to US Census Bureau data, the state’s population was 92,597. Ten years later, in 1860, the population had increased by 287,379, and by 1870 the state had gained an additional 180,253 residents, to a total population of 560,247. Since then the population has continued to rise, usually at greatly increasing rates.

			On the other hand, as with the rest of the country, the Native American population was dropping precipitously due to disease, starvation, and massacres, which were much more common than most people realize. During the gold rush, the aboriginal population dropped from around 100,000 to 30,000. The treatment of California’s tribes by the government and the general public has been described by some scholars as genocide, and there is considerable evidence to support this. Unfortunately, prejudice, racism, intolerance, and ignorance were rampant in those days.

			

			Getting There

			When the gold rush began, getting to California was very difficult. There were essentially three ways to get to the state. The easiest and most popular route was to sail from New York City or St. Louis, Missouri, to Central America, then hike over the isthmus of Panama to the Pacific Ocean. Sometimes small boats or canoes could be taken part of the way over the isthmus. While the distance across the isthmus was only about thirty-five miles, the roads were very bad and in some places nonexistent. They also weren’t direct, making the journey an estimated fifty to seventy-five miles by foot or mule. Besides being exposed to the dangers of the jungles, pioneers often caught diseases, such as malaria. Once on the Pacific side, so many people were waiting for passage up the coast that it could take months to catch a ship headed for San Francisco.

			Another way to reach the state was to take passage on a ship sailing to San Francisco by going around Cape Horn, at the southern end of South America. This, too, was dangerous, primarily because of the sudden, violent storms at the cape, which occasionally sank ships. Storms could appear at any time of year, and gale force winds struck up to 5 percent of the time during the summer and up to 30 percent of the time during the winter. Once the fresh food ran out, passengers and crew were stuck eating things like salt pork and hardtack, essentially a large unsalted saltine cracker that was hard as a brick. Of course, diseases including scurvy were problems, and the trip generally took six months.

			The third route to California was traveling the two thousand miles overland at the rate of about three miles per hour. This was the most difficult and dangerous way to get to the state. While there were three main trails, there were no roads for parts of the journey, and there were large rivers to cross, not to mention the Rocky Mountains and the Sierra Nevada to scale. Wagons literally fell apart, while horses, mules, and oxen dropped dead from hunger and exhaustion. Travelers had to cross wide deserts, sometimes encountered snow in the mountains, and occasionally confronted hostile native tribes that often considered it honorable to capture an enemy’s livestock. And again there were diseases, along with sunstroke, exposure to extreme temperatures, dehydration, and starvation, in addition to myriad other dangers stemming from wild and domestic animals, and nature in general. Those who made it were sometimes damaged for life, and many died along the way.

			

			Tons and Tons of Gold

			There were other gold rushes—in Australia, the Black Hills of the Dakotas, Canada’s Klondike, and Alaska—but the one in California was the biggie. The California gold rush lasted two decades, ending about the time the first transcontinental railroad was completed, in 1869. The amount of gold mined peaked in 1852, but gold was still being found in very large quantities well into the 1860s. On average, seventy-six tons of gold were mined each year. In ten years, $550 million worth of the stuff was pulled out of the ground, which would be roughly equivalent to $187 billion in today’s dollars.

			“The whole world felt a beneficent influence from the great gold yield of the Sacramento basin,” journalist and prospector John S. Hittell noted in Mining in the Pacific States of North America (1861). “Labor rose in value, and industry was stimulated from St. Louis to Constantinople. The news, however, was not welcome to all classes. Many of the capitalists feared that gold would soon be so abundant as to be worthless, and European statesmen feared the power to be gained by the arrogant and turbulent democracy of the New World.”

			The gold rush also occurred before and during the Civil War. Some historians have suggested that the gold flowing out of California played a major role in enabling the Union to defeat the Confederacy. In addition, it probably did contribute greatly to America’s becoming a world power.

			The region where gold was found is six hundred miles long and forty-five to sixty miles wide, and is known as the Gold Country and the Mother Lode Country. It extends from central through northern California and is mainly on the western slope of the Sierra Nevada, although a few spots are on the eastern slope.

			Gold is a very rare element in the universe. While many elements are formed in stars, those heavier than iron aren’t. After stars explode as supernovas they leave behind dead cores called neutron stars. Evidence indicates gold is formed when two neutron stars collide and become a black hole. The gold and other heavy elements are ejected with about 3 percent of the two neutron stars by the brief gamma-ray burst, while the rest of the stars are sucked into the black hole. These events are rare so the amount of gold in the universe is small. Scientists estimate that a single collision would produce up to ten moon masses of gold. They believe that every bit of gold on earth was created by one of these tremendous collisions. The resulting gold was eventually mixed into the earth’s crust, scattered about as atoms or microscopic particles.

			Gold deposits are made by earthquakes. During an earthquake, the two sides of a fault grind past each other under great pressure, but where the fault zigzags there are places where the two sides can quickly move apart, creating a rapid drop in pressure. Within a few tenths of a second, very hot, mineral-rich water flowing along these separating parts of the fault vaporizes, causing quartz and gold to precipitate out, forming a tiny vein. Repeated earthquakes add more to the vein. The size of the earthquake doesn’t matter; small ones can create a deposit just as well as large ones, although large ones probably create more deposits. It’s not uncommon for a single fault to produce hundreds of thousands of earthquakes a year; when this goes on for many millennia, tiny quartz and gold veins can slowly build up into large veins. Mountain-forming processes and volcanoes eventually push some of the veins to the surface, where erosion creates placer gold—gold that is no longer in its quartz matrix—in the form of nuggets and gold dust.

			Gold is found in a variety of forms. Gold dust, also known as fine gold, falls into seven basic categories: flour, grain, fine shot, shot, scale, thread, and spangle. Coarse gold comes in eight types: crystalline, coarse shot, pea, bean, cucumber seed, pumpkin seed, moccasin, and miscellaneous coarse. Most of these forms were found in California during the gold rush, but many of them were rare. Gold is also found as large nuggets. The vast majority of gold found in California was gold dust, miscellaneous coarse gold, and nuggets. Collecting gold from surface dirt and sand, usually in riverbeds, was called placer mining. This yielded gold dust and some nuggets. Mining deep into the ground usually turned up gold embedded in quartz and miscellaneous coarse gold, smooth, irregular-size particles that tended to be somewhat flat.

			The methods of mining progressed with time. Initially, a single man with a shovel, rocker and gold pan could do very well for himself. Then, groups of men were needed to work a sluice or long tom. These progressed to flumes. By the mid-1850s, the phase of pick-and-shovel mining was coming to an end and mining by small groups of men fell to the wayside. Mining companies took over, able to search for harder-to-access gold. Quartz and hydraulic mining, which required heavy equipment and large mills, dominated the era of corporate mining. Within a short space of time, the gold-mining process progressed from small to large, from simple to complicated, and from individual to corporate.

			It was mainly during the early years that any man could make his fortune. This possibility is what inspired the rush and captured people’s imaginations. And the incredible success stories are what led to the greatest treasure hunt in history.

			

		

	
		
			
			Part One: Nonfiction

		

	
		
			
			
			Discovering Gold

			James Marshall

			James Marshall discovered gold at Sutter’s Mill in January 1848. The exact date is unknown because those involved placed such little significance on it at the time, but based on the sequence of events, diaries, and the various conflicting accounts it had to be sometime between the 17th and the 28th—most likely on the 24th. At the time, no one realized the implications of the discovery. Marshall thought what he’d found was gold, but had difficulty believing it was true. Marshall’s firsthand account of his discovery appeared in the November 1857 issue of Hutchings’ Illustrated California Magazine.
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						Looking down on the American River from Cape Horn in the early 1860s

					

				

				
			
			

			“I Have Found It”

			Being a millwright by trade, as there was a ready cash sale for lumber, I concluded to seek a location in the mountains and erect a mill, to supply the valley with lumber. Some time in April 1847, I visited New Helvetia, commonly known as the “Fort,” where I made my resolution known to John A. Sutter, sen., and requested of him an Indian boy, to act as an interpreter to the mountain Indians in the vicinity of the American river—or Rio del los Americanos, as it was then called.

			At first he refused, because he said that he had previously sent several companies, at various times, and by different routes, for that purpose, all of whom reported that it was impossible to find a route for a wagon road to any locality where pine timber could be procured, and that it was the height of folly to attempt any such thing.

			Capt. Sutter at length, however, promised me the desired interpreter, provided I would stock some six or eight plows for him first, of which he was in immediate want, which I readily agreed to do. [. . .]
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						Sutter’s sawmill after the tailrace was filled in. It’s usually said that the man is James Marshall. While this is not certain, the man in the picture does resemble him. Various dates are given for the photograph, but 1852 appears to be the most common.

					

				

				
			
			The report which I had made on my first trip having been fully confirmed by observations on the second, the co-partnership was completed, and about the 27th of August we signed the agreement to build and run a saw-mill at Culluma. [. . .]

			The sawmill was to be powered by a diverted stream of water from the river. This side stream that flowed under the mill was called a tailrace. As they built the mill, they needed to deepen the tailrace, but rather than dig it by hand, they deepened it by allowing water from the river to flow through it each night, carrying away dirt, sand, and rocks. In effect, it acted sort of like a giant sluice, carrying away lighter rock and leaving the heavier gold nuggets behind.

			While we were in the habit at night of turning the water through the tailrace we had dug for the purpose of widening and deepening the race, I used to go down in the morning to see what had been done by the water through the night; and about half past seven o’clock on or about the 19th of January—I am not quite certain to the day, but it was between the 18th and the 20th of that month—1848, I went down as usual, and after shutting off the water from the race I stepped into it, near the lower end, and there, upon the rock, about six inches beneath the surface of the water, I discovered the gold.

			I was entirely alone at the time. I picked up one or two pieces and examined them attentively; and having some general knowledge of minerals, I could not call to mind more than two which in any way resembled this—sulphuret of iron, very bright and brittle; and gold, bright, yet malleable; I then tried it between two rocks, and found that it could be beaten into a different shape, but not broken. I then collected four or five pieces and went up to Mr. Scott (who was working at the carpenters bench making the mill wheel) with the pieces in my hand and said, “I have found it.”

			“What is it?” inquired Scott.

			“Gold,” I answered.

			“Oh! no,” returned Scott, “that can’t be.”

			I replied positively, “I know it to be nothing else.”

			Mr. Scott was the second person who saw the gold. W. J. Johnston, A. Stephens, H. Bigler, and J. Brown, who were also working in the mill yard, were then called up to see it. Peter L. Wimmer, Mrs. Jane Wimmer, C. Bennet, and J. Smith were at the house, the latter two of whom were sick; E. Persons and John Wimmer (a son of P. L. Wimmer) were out hunting oxen at the same time.

			About 10 o’clock the same morning, P. L. Wimmer came down from the house, and was very much surprised at the discovery when the metal was shown him; and which he took home to show his wife, who, the next day, made some experiments upon it by boiling it in strong lye, and saleratus; and Mr. Bennet, by my directions, beat it very thin.

			Four days afterwards I went to the Fort for provisions, and carried with me about three ounces of the gold, which Capt. Sutter and I tested with nitric acid. I then tried it in Sutter’s presence by taking three silver dollars and balancing them by the dust in the air, then immersed both in water, and the superior weight of the gold satisfied us both of its nature and value. [. . .]

			The first piece of gold which I found weighed about fifty cents. Mr. Wimmer, having bought a stock of merchandise some time about May or June 1848; and Mrs. Wimmer being my treasurer, used four hundred and forty dollars of my money to complete the purchase; and among which was the first piece of gold which I had found. Where that went, or where it is now, I believe that nobody knows.

			 

			Actually, Jennie Wimmer kept the nugget that she had tested in the boiling lye, eventually donating it to the University of California, Berkeley. There is conflicting testimony as to whether the Wimmer nugget is actually the first one found, but if it wasn’t the first one, it was definitely one of the first. Marshall found several nuggets that first day and might not have been sure himself which was the first one he picked up.

		

	
		
			
			
			My Great Plans Were Destroyed

			John A. Sutter

			Founding a Utopia

			Johann Suter, as was his name before he Americanized it, fled his home in Switzerland in 1834. After going deeply into debt and facing trial, at the age of thirty-one he left his wife and four children in Switzerland and sailed for America, changing his name to John Sutter to sound more American. For several years he was a merchant and innkeeper on the Santa Fe Trail, before moving on to Fort Vancouver, in what is now Washington State. With great difficulty, he made his way to Monterey, which was the capital of Alta California.
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							John Sutter, probably in the 1840s

						

					

				
				
			
			At that time, California was very remote and sparsely populated. Mexico was trying to boost its population, and one method was by offering land grants to foreigners. When Sutter told the governor at Monterey that he intended to build a settlement in the interior of northern Alta California, in an isolated area populated only by what were assumed to be hostile Native Americans, the governor probably believed Sutter was insane or foolish, but gave him permission to settle. With the help of eight Hawaiian men and two Hawaiian women who had joined Sutter when he passed through Hawaii on his way to Alta California, he traveled up the Sacramento River and built his fort.

			Sutter intended to start a Utopian agrarian community, which he named New Helvetia—Helvetia being the Swiss name for Switzerland—but most people called it Sutter’s Fort. After making peace with the native tribes, he quickly became the head of his own little empire.

			To get a land grant Sutter had to become a Mexican citizen, convert to Catholicism, serve as a Mexican government official, and get the Native Americans under control. He also had to have twelve nonnative settlers join him, build a permanent settlement, and survive in the settlement for a year. On completing these requirements, he received a grant of eleven square leagues—48,712 acres. With the help of the Native Americans, he soon had wheat fields, orchards, vineyards, and 13,000 cattle. Then, in 1844, Sutter was made a captain in the Alta California militia and was given another land grant of twenty-two square leagues, for a total of 146,136 acres. He was eventually able to bring his family over from Switzerland to join him.
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						Sutter’s Fort in 1846 by Norton Bush

						
					

				

				
			
			

			Frémont Describes Sutter’s Fort

			When John Frémont was exploring the West, he stopped at Sutter’s Fort. In his book The Exploring Expedition to the Rocky Mountains, Oregon and California (1852), Frémont described Sutter’s Fort as it was in March 1844:

			 

			[Sutter] had, at first, some trouble with the Indians; but, by the occasional exercise of well-timed authority, he has succeeded in converting them into a peaceable and industrious people. The ditches around his extensive wheat-fields; the making of the sun-dried bricks, of which his fort is constructed; the plowing, harrowing, and other agricultural operations, are entirely the work of these Indians, for which they receive a very moderate compensation—principally in shirts, blankets, and other articles of clothing. In the same manner, on application to the chief of a village, [Sutter] readily obtains as many boys and girls as he has any use for. There were at this time a number of girls at the fort, in training for a future woolen factory; but they were now all busily engaged in constantly watering the gardens, which the unfavorable dryness of the season rendered necessary. [. . .]

			A few years since, the neighboring Russian establishment of [Fort] Ross [on the coast about 120 miles west of Sutter’s Fort], being about to withdraw from the country, sold to [Sutter] a large number of stock, with agricultural and other stores, with a number of pieces of artillery and other munitions of war; for these, a regular yearly payment is made in grain.

			The fort is a quadrangular adobe structure, mounting twelve pieces of artillery (two of them brass), and capable of admitting a garrison of a thousand men; this, at present, consists of forty Indians in uniform—one of whom was always found on duty at the gate. As might naturally be expected, the pieces are not in very good order. The whites in the employment of Capt. Sutter, American, French, and German, amount, perhaps, to thirty men. The inner wall is formed into buildings, comprising the common quarters, with blacksmith and other workshops; the dwelling-house, with a large distillery-house, and other buildings, occupying more the centre of the area.

			It is built upon a pondlike stream, at times a running creek communicating with the Rio de los Americanos [the American River], which enters the Sacramento [River] about two miles below. The latter is here a noble river, about three hundred yards broad, deep and tranquil, with several fathoms of water in the channel, and its banks continuously timbered. There were two vessels belonging to Capt. Sutter at anchor near the landing—one a large two-masted lighter, and the other a schooner, which was shortly to proceed on a voyage to Fort Vancouver for a cargo of goods.

			A New Country

			For pioneers making their way into Alta California in the seven years before the gold rush, Sutter’s Fort was the first stop in Mexico on the main branch of the California Trail heading west to Yerba Buena (later renamed San Francisco). During the winter of 1846, the Donner Party became trapped by snow in the Sierra Nevada; thirty-nine of the eighty-seven pioneers died and some were forced to resort to cannibalism to survive. It was Sutter who sent the five relief parties that rescued the survivors and brought them back to his fort.

			Sutter’s main business was growing wheat. Native Americans worked the fields in exchange for clothes and blankets, and Sutter exported many tons of grain for several years. Wheat was his primary source of income.

			Overall, things were going very well for Sutter when the western border of the United States suddenly jumped from Texas, Arkansas, Missouri, and Iowa to the Pacific Ocean. Since he had provided assistance to Captain Frémont leading up to and during the Mexican-American War, it was likely the new government would look favorably on him.

			Then the gold rush destroyed everything he had built. While Sutter was probably the one man in the best place to profit by the rush, he ended up losing just about everything. In 1857, he wrote about his travails in Hutchings’ California Magazine.

			When things began to go wrong Sutter was in the middle of constructing two mills: the sawmill where gold was discovered and a large flour mill at Brighton. He tried to keep the gold discovery a secret until his mills were finished, but within a few weeks the story found its way into the newspapers.

			The Winds Change Direction

			So soon as the secret was out my laborers began to leave me, in small parties first, but then all left, from the clerk to the cook, and I was in great distress; only a few mechanics remained to finish some very necessary work which they had commenced, and about eight invalids, who continued slowly to work a few teams, to scrape out the mill race at Brighton.

			The Mormons did not like to leave my mill unfinished, but they got the gold fever like everybody else. After they had made their piles they left for the Great Salt Lake. So long as these people have been employed by me they have behaved very well, and were industrious and faithful laborers, and when settling their accounts there was not one of them who was not contented and satisfied.

			Then the people commenced rushing up from San Francisco and other parts of California, in May 1848. In the former village, only five men were left to take care of the women and children. The single men locked their doors and left for “Sutter’s Fort,” and from there to the El Dorado. For some time the people in Monterey and farther south would not believe the news of the gold discovery, and said that it was only a “Ruse de Guerre” of Sutter’s, because he wanted to have neighbors in his wilderness. From this time on I got only too many neighbors, and some very bad ones among them.

			What a great misfortune was this sudden gold discovery for me! It has just broken up and ruined my hard, restless, and industrious labors, connected with many dangers of life, as I had many narrow escapes before I became properly established.

			From my mill buildings I reaped no benefit whatever, the mill stones even have been stolen and sold [for use in crushing rocks in quartz mining].

			My tannery, which was then in a flourishing condition, and was carried on very profitably, was deserted, a large quantity of leather was left unfinished in the vats; and a great quantity of raw hides became valueless as they could not be sold; nobody wanted to be bothered with such trash, as it was called. So it was in all the other mechanical trades which I had carried on; all was abandoned, and work commenced or nearly finished was all left, to an immense loss for me.

			Even the Indians had no more patience to work alone, in harvesting and threshing my large wheat crop out; as the whites had all left, and other Indians had been engaged by some white men to work for them, and they commenced to have some gold for which they were buying all kinds of articles at enormous prices in the stores; which, when my Indians saw this, they wished very much to go to the mountains and dig gold.

			Taking Up Prospecting

			At last I consented, got a number of wagons ready, loaded them with provisions and goods of all kinds, employed a clerk, and left with about one hundred Indians, and about fifty Sandwich Islanders (Kanakas) [Hawaiians] which had joined those which I brought with me from the Islands. The first camp was about ten miles above Mormon Island, on the south fork of the American River.

			In a few weeks we became crowded, and it would no more pay, as my people made too many acquaintances. I broke up the camp and started on the march further south, and located my next camp on Sutter Creek (now in Amador County), and thought that I should there be alone. The work was going on well for a while, until three or four traveling grog-shops surrounded me at from one and half to two miles distance from the camp; then, of course, the gold was taken to these places for drinking, gambling, etc., and then the following day they [the workers] were sick and unable to work, and became deeper and more indebted to me, and particularly the Kanakas.

			I found that it was high time to quit this kind of business, and lose no more time and money. I therefore broke up the camp and returned to the Fort, where I disbanded nearly all the people who had worked for me in the mountains digging gold. This whole expedition proved to be a heavy loss to me.

			At the same time I was engaged in a mercantile firm in Coloma, which I left in January 1849—likewise with many sacrifices. After this I would have nothing more to do with the gold affairs. At this time, the Fort was the great trading place where nearly all the business was transacted. I had no pleasure to remain there, and moved up to Hock Farm, with all my Indians, and who had been with me from the time they were children. The place was then in [the] charge of a Major Domo [boss of the fort].
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						Looking north across Coloma Valley in the summer of 1858. The American River is to the right, while the arrow indicates the approximate location of Sutter’s Mill, where gold was first discovered.

					

				

				
			
			

			A Country Rich in Gold

			[Referring back to before Marshall’s discovery:] It is very singular that the Indians never found a piece of gold and brought it to me, as they very often did other specimens found in the ravines. I requested them continually to bring me some curiosities from the mountains, for which I always recompensed them. I have received animals, birds, plants, young trees, wild fruits, pipe clay, stones, red ochre, etc., etc., but never a piece of gold.

			Mr. [James] Dana of the scientific corps of the expedition under Com. [Charles] Wilkes’ Exploring Squadron, told me that he had the strongest proof and signs of gold in the vicinity of Shasta Mountain, and further south. A short time afterwards, [Swedish naturalist] Doctor [G. M. Waseurtz af] Sandels, a very scientific traveler, visited me, and explored a part of the country in a great hurry, as time would not permit him to make a longer stay.

			He told me likewise that he found sure signs of gold, and was very sorry that he could not explore the Sierra Nevada. He did not encourage me to attempt to work and open mines, as it was uncertain how it would pay and would probably be only for a government. So I thought it more prudent to stick to the plow, not withstanding I did know that the country was rich in gold, and other minerals.

			An old attached Mexican servant who followed me here from the United States, as soon as he knew that I was here, and who understood a great deal about working in placers, told me he found sure signs of gold in the mountains on Bear Creek, and that we would go right to work after returning from our campaign in 1845, but he became a victim to his patriotism and fell into the hands of the enemy near my encampment, with dispatches for me from Gen. [Manuel] Micheltorena [the governor of Alta California from 1842 to 1845], and he was hung as a spy, for which I was very sorry.

			Ruined

			By this sudden discovery of the gold, all my great plans were destroyed. Had I succeeded for a few years before the gold was discovered, I would have been the richest citizen on the Pacific shore; but it had to be different. Instead of being rich, I am ruined, and the cause of it is the long delay of the United States Land Commission of the United States Courts, through the great influence of the squatter lawyers. Before my case will be decided in Washington, another year may elapse, but I hope that justice will be done me by the last tribunal—the Supreme Court of the United States. By the Land Commission and the District Court it has been decided in my favor. The Common Council of the city of Sacramento, composed partly of squatters, paid Adelpheus Felch, (one of the late Land Commissioners, who was engaged by the squatters during his office), $5,000, from the fund of the city, against the will of the taxpayers, for which amount he has to try to defeat my just and old claim from the Mexican Government, before the Supreme Court of the United States in Washington.

			 

			When Sutter’s employees abandoned him, squatters took chunks of his land. New arrivals and bandits stole everything, his cattle were slaughtered, and his crops were destroyed. Sutter instantly became famous, but was left bankrupt and had to sell his fort to pay his debts. His family had come over from Switzerland to join him; what little he had left, he gave to his son and retired to Hock Farm, his ranch in Marysville. He lived there for a few years until squatters once again took his land and rustlers stole his cattle. Then some men set his house on fire. When that burned down, he moved to Pennsylvania.

			After California became part of the United States, he spent thirty-two years in court fighting to get some of his land back, or at least compensation for it, but failed. Shortly before he died in 1880, the government began making monthly payments to reimburse him for taxes he had paid on the land that was taken from him.

		

	
		
			
			

			“Gold! Gold!!!”

			General William Tecumseh Sherman

			William Tecumseh Sherman was one of the Union’s top generals during the Civil War and is primarily remembered for his famous March to the Sea, from Atlanta to Savannah, Georgia. After the war he replaced General Ulysses S. Grant as Commanding General of the Army and became the country’s second full, or four-star, general. Grant was the first.

			When the gold rush kicked off, Sherman was a lieutenant stationed in Monterey, working as assistant to Colonel Richard Mason, who was the acting military governor of California. His office received a letter and samples of some of the first gold from John Sutter. Sherman later wrote down his recollections of that incident and the reports that followed.

			The First Gold Mining Claim

			I remember one day, in the spring of 1848, that two men, Americans, came into the office and inquired for the Governor. I asked their business, and one answered that they had just come down from Captain Sutter on special business, and they wanted to see Governor Mason in person. I took them in to the colonel, and left them together. After some time the colonel came to his door and called to me. I went in, and my attention was directed to a series of papers unfolded on his table, in which lay about half an ounce of placer-gold. Mason said to me, “What is that?”

			I touched it and examined one or two of the larger pieces, and asked, “Is it gold?”

			Mason asked me if I had ever seen native gold. I answered that, in 1844, I was in Upper Georgia, and there saw some native gold, but it was much finer than this, and it was in phials, or in transparent quills; but I said that, if this were gold, it could be easily tested, first, by its malleability, and next by acids. I took a piece in my teeth, and the metallic lustre was perfect.

			I then called to the clerk, Baden, to bring an axe and hatchet from the back yard. When these were brought, I took the largest piece and beat it out flat, and beyond doubt it was metal, and a pure metal. Still, we attached little importance to the fact, for gold was known to exist at San Fernando, at the south, and yet was not considered of much value.

			Colonel Mason then handed me a letter from Captain Sutter, addressed to him, stating that he (Sutter) was engaged in erecting a saw-mill at Coloma, about forty miles up the American Fork, above his fort at New Helvetia, for the general benefit of the settlers in that vicinity; that he had incurred considerable expense, and wanted a “preemption” to the quarter-section of land on which the mill was located, embracing the tail-race in which this particular gold had been found. Mason instructed me to prepare a letter, in answer, for his signature.

			Claim Denied

			I wrote off a letter, reciting that California was yet a Mexican province, simply held by us as a conquest; that no laws of the United States yet applied to it, much less the land laws or preemption laws, which could only apply after a public survey. Therefore it was impossible for the Governor to promise him (Sutter) a title to the land; yet, as there were no settlements within forty miles, he was not likely to be disturbed by trespassers. Colonel Mason signed the letter, handed it to one of the gentlemen who had brought the sample of gold, and they departed.

			That gold was the first discovered in the Sierra Nevada, which soon revolutionized the whole country, and actually moved the whole civilized world. About this time (May and June 1848), far more importance was attached to quicksilver [mercury]. One mine, the New Almaden, twelve miles south of San Jose, was well known, and was in possession of the agent of a Scotch gentleman named Forbes, who at the time was British consul at Tepic, Mexico. Mr. Forbes came up from San Blas in a small brig, which proved to be a Mexican vessel; the vessel was seized, condemned, and actually sold, but Forbes was wealthy, and bought her in.

			His title to the quicksilver-mine was, however, never disputed, as he had bought it regularly, before our conquest of the country, from another British subject, also named Forbes, a resident of Santa Clara Mission, who had purchased it off the discoverer, a priest; but the boundaries of the land attached to the mine were even then in dispute. Other men were in search of quicksilver; and the whole range of mountains near the New Almaden mine was stained with the brilliant red of the sulphuret of mercury (cinnabar). [. . .]

			Fabulous Discoveries

			As the spring and summer of 1848 advanced, the reports came faster and faster from the gold-mines at Sutter’s saw-mill. Stories reached us of fabulous discoveries, and spread throughout the land. Everybody was talking of “Gold! gold!!!” until it assumed the character of a fever. Some of our soldiers began to desert; citizens were fitting out trains of wagons and packmules to go to the mines. We heard of men earning fifty, five hundred, and thousands of dollars per day, and for a time it seemed as though somebody would reach solid gold.

			Some of this gold began to come to Yerba Buena [San Francisco] in trade, and to disturb the value of merchandise, particularly of mules, horses, tin pans, and articles used in mining. I, of course, could not escape the infection, and at last convinced Colonel Mason that it was our duty to go up and see with our own eyes, that we might report the truth to our Government. As yet we had no regular mail to any part of the United States, but mails had come to us at long intervals, around Cape Horn, and one or two overland.

			Kit Carson Brings the Mail

			I well remember the first overland mail. It was brought by Kit Carson in saddle-bags from Taos in New Mexico. We heard of his arrival at Los Angeles, and waited patiently for his arrival at headquarters. His fame then was at its height, from the publication of Fremont’s books, and I was very anxious to see a man who had achieved such feats of daring among the wild animals of the Rocky Mountains, and still wilder Indians of the Plains.

			At last his arrival was reported at the tavern at Monterey, and I hurried to hunt him up. I cannot express my surprise at beholding a small, stoop-shouldered man, with reddish hair, freckled face, soft blue eyes, and nothing to indicate extraordinary courage or daring. He spoke but little, and answered questions in monosyllables. I asked for his mail, and he picked up his light saddle-bags containing the great overland mail, and we walked together to headquarters, where he delivered his parcel into Colonel Mason’s own hands.

		

	
		
			
			
			The Californian Ceases Publication

			The Californian

			As news of the discovery spread, everyone was seized with gold fever. Closing up their businesses, they headed for the foothills to seek their fortunes. Among those businesses was a local newspaper, the Californian.

			Gone Gold-Hunting

			May 29, 1848

			To Our Readers:

			 

			With this slip ceases for the present the publication of the Californian—

			“Othello’s occupation’s gone!”

			The majority of our subscribers and many of our advertising patrons have closed their doors and places of business and left town. . . . We really do not believe that for the last ten days, any thing in the shape of a newspaper has received five minutes attention from any one of our citizens. This, it must be allowed, is decidedly encouraging—very. The whole country, from San Francisco to Los Angeles and from the sea shore to the base of the Sierra Nevada, resounds with the sordid cry of “gold! gold!! GOLD!!!” while the field is left half planted, the house half built, and everything neglected but the manufacture of shovels and pickaxes, and the means of transportation to the spot where one man obtained $128 worth of the real stuff in one day’s washing, and the average for all concerned is $20 per diem;—for such in fact are the reports which have reached us, and from apparently reliable sources.

			In consideration of this state of affairs, and the degeneracy of the taste for reading so naturally consequent upon the rush for gold, where the word is “every man for himself,” and a total disregard for his neighbor, it would be a useless expenditure of labor and material to continue longer the publication of our paper.

			 

			The Californian reappeared on August 14, 1848.

		

	
		
			
			
			Official Report to the US Government

			Colonel Richard Mason

			After the United States took Alta California from Mexico in the Mexican-American War, a series of six military governors and one military acting governor headed the newly forming state, while the US government negotiated a treaty with Mexico, and up until California was admitted into the Union. Because of all the gold, California was rushed into statehood in 1850, without first becoming a territory.
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			Richard Mason was a colonel in the US Army and the acting governor of California, a position he held from 1847 to 1849. As acting governor, Colonel Mason needed to send a report to Washington, DC, on the extraordinary circumstances brought on by the gold rush. With all the sensational and false stories that were floating around, Mason had to discover the true extent of the gold discoveries, estimate how much gold had yet to be found, and provide samples of the various types of gold that the prospectors were finding. While his official report was addressed to Brigadier General R. Jones, it actually went straight to President James Polk.

			

			A Tour of the Gold Mines

			Headquarters Tenth Military Department

			Monterey, August 17, 1848

			 

			Sir: I have the honor to inform you that, accompanied by Lieut. W. T. Sherman, 3rd Artillery, acting Assistant Adjutant-General, I started on the 12th of June last to make a tour through the northern part of California. My principal purpose, however, was to visit the newly-discovered gold placer in the valley of the Sacramento.

			I had proceeded about forty miles when I was overtaken by an express, bringing me intelligence of the arrival at Monterey of the United States storeship Southampton, with important letters from Commodore Shubrick and Lieutenant-Colonel Burton. I returned at once to Monterey, and dispatched what business was most important, and on the 17th resumed my journey.

			We reached San Francisco on the 20th, and found that all, or nearly all, its male inhabitants had gone to the mines. The town, which a few months before was so busy and thriving, was then almost deserted.

			On the evening of the 24th the horses of the escort were crossed to Sausolito [Sausalito] in a launch, and on the following day we resumed the journey, by way of Bodega and Sonoma, to Sutter’s Fort, where we arrived on the morning of the 2d of July.

			Along the whole route mills were lying idle, fields of wheat were open to cattle and horses, houses vacant, and farms going to waste. At Sutter’s there was more life and business. Launches were discharging their cargoes at the river and carts were hauling goods to the fort, where already were established several stores, a hotel, etc. Captain Sutter had only two mechanics in the employ—wagon-maker and a blacksmith, whom he was then paying $10 per day. Merchants pay him a monthly rent of $100 per room, and while I was there a two-story house in the fort was rented as a hotel for $500 a month.

			At the urgent solicitation of many gentlemen, I delayed there to participate in the first public celebration of our national anniversary at that fort, but on the 5th resumed the journey, and proceeded twenty-five miles up the American fork, to a point on it now known as the lower mines, or Mormon diggings. The hill sides were thickly strewn with canvas tents and bush-arbors; a store was erected, and several boarding shanties in operation. The day was intensely hot, yet about 200 men were at work in the full glare of the sun, washing for gold—some with tin pans, some with close woven Indian baskets, but the greater part had a rude machine known as the cradle. This is on rockers, six or eight feet long, open at the foot, and its head had a coarse grate, or sieve; the bottom is rounded, with small cleets nailed across. Four men are required to work this machine; one digs the ground in the bank close by the stream; another carries it to the cradle, and empties it on the grate; a third gives a violent rocking motion to the machine, whilst a fourth dashes on water from the stream itself. The sieve keeps the coarse stones from entering the cradle, the current of water washes off the earthy matter, and the gravel is gradually carried out at the foot of the machine, leaving the gold mixed with a heavy fine black sand above the first cleets. The sand and gold mixed together are then drawn off through auger holes into a pan below, are dried in the sun, and afterwards separated by blowing off the sand.

			A party of four men, thus employed at the lower mines, average $100 a day. The Indians, and those who have nothing but pans or willow baskets, gradually wash out the earth, and separate the gravel by hand, leaving nothing but the gold mixed with sand, which is separated in the manner before described. The gold in the lower mines is in fine bright scales, of which I send several specimens.

			The Place of Discovery

			As we ascended the south branch of the American Fork, the country became more broken and mountainous, and twenty-five miles below the lower washings the hills rise to about 1,000 feet above the level of the Sacramento plain. Here a species of pine occurs, which led to the discovery of the gold. Captain Sutter, feeling the great want of lumber, contracted in September last with a Mr. Marshall to build a saw-mill at that place. It was erected in the course of the past winter and spring—a dam and race constructed; but when the water was let on the wheel, the tail race was found to be too narrow to permit the water to escape with sufficient rapidity. Mr. Marshall, to save labor, let the water directly into the race with a strong current, so as to wash it wider and deeper. He affected his purpose, and a large bed of mud and gravel was carried to the foot of the race.

			One day Mr. Marshall, when walking down the race to this deposit of mud, observed some glittering particles at its upper edge; he gathered a few, examined them, and became satisfied of their value. He then went to the fort, told Captain Sutter of his discovery, and they agreed to keep it secret until a certain grist-mill of Sutter’s was finished. It, however, got out and spread like magic.

			Remarkable success attended the labors of the first explorers, and, in a few weeks, hundreds of men were drawn thither. At the time of my visit, but little more than three months after its first discovery, it was estimated that upwards of four thousand people were employed.

			At the mill there is a fine deposit or bank of gravel, which the people respect as the property of Captain Sutter, though he pretends to no right to it, and would be perfectly satisfied with the simple promise of a pre-emption on account of the mill which he has built there at a considerable cost. Mr. Marshall was living near the mill, and informed me that many persons were employed above and below him; that they used the same machines as at the lower washings, and that their success was about the same—ranging from one to three ounces of gold per man daily. This gold, too, is in scales a little coarser than those of the lower mines.

			From the mill Mr. Marshall guided me up the mountain on the opposite or north bank of the south fork, where in the bed of small streams or ravines, now dry, a great deal of coarse gold has been found. I there saw several parties at work, all of whom were doing very well; a great many specimens were shown me, some as heavy as four or five ounces in weight; and I send three pieces, labeled No. 5, presented by a Mr. Spence.

			You will perceive that some of the specimens accompanying this report hold mechanically pieces of quartz—that the surface is rough, and evidently moulded in the crevice of a rock. This gold cannot have been carried far by water, but must have remained near where it was first deposited from the rock that once bound it. I inquired of many if they had encountered the metal in its matrix, but in every instance they said they had not; but that the gold was invariably mixed with wash-gravel, or lodged in the crevices of other rocks. All bore testimony that they had found gold in greater or less quantities in the numerous small gullies or ravines that occur in that mountainous region.
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						A painting of Sutter’s Mill by Arthur Nahl (1851)

					

				

				
			
			

			Amazing Riches

			On the 7th of July I left the mill and crossed to a small stream emptying into the American Fork, three or four miles below the saw-mill. I struck the stream (now known as Weber’s Creek) at the washings of Suñal & Co. They had about thirty Indians employed, whom they pay in merchandise. They were getting gold of a character similar to that found in the main fork, and doubtless in sufficient quantities to satisfy them. I send you a small specimen, presented by this company, of their gold.

			From this point we proceeded up the stream about eight miles, where we found a great many people and Indians, some engaged in the bed of the stream, and others in the small side valleys that put into it. These latter are exceedingly rich, two ounces being considered an ordinary yield for a day’s work. A small gutter, not more than 100 yards long by four feet wide, and two or three deep, was pointed out to me as the one where two men, William Daly and Percy M’Coon, had a short time before obtained in seven days $17,000 worth of gold. Captain Weber informed me, that he knew that these two men had employed four white men and about 100 Indians, and that, at the end of one week’s work, they paid off their party, and had left $10,000 worth of this gold.

			Another small ravine was shown me, from which had been taken upwards of $12,000 worth of gold. Hundreds of similar ravines, to all appearances, are as yet untouched. I could not have credited these reports had I not seen, in the abundance of the precious metal, evidence of their truth. Mr. Neligh, an agent of Commodore Stockton, had been at work about three weeks in the neighborhood, and showed me, in bags and bottles, over $2,000 worth of gold; and Mr. Lyman, a gentleman of education, and worthy of every credit, said he had been engaged with four others, with a machine, on the American Fork, just below Sutter’s saw-mill, that they worked eight days, and that his share was at the rate of $50 a day, but hearing that others were doing better at Weber’s Place, they had removed there, and were then on the point of resuming operations.

			I might tell of hundreds of similar instances; but, to illustrate how plentiful the gold was in the pockets of common laborers, I will mention a simple occurrence which took place in my presence when I was at Weber’s store. This store was nothing but an arbor of bushes, under which he had exposed for sale goods and groceries suited to his customers. A man came in, picked up a box of Seidlitz powders [which produces intestinal gases that are supposed to regulate digestion and have laxative effects], and asked its price. Captain Weber told him it was not for sale. The man offered an ounce of gold, but Captain Weber told him it only cost 50 cents, and he did not wish to sell it. The man then offered an ounce and a half, when Captain Weber had to take it. The prices of all things are high; and yet Indians, who before hardly knew what a breechcloth was, can now afford to buy the most gaudy dresses.

			The country on either side of Weber’s creek is much broken up by hills, and is intersected in every direction by small streams or ravines which contain more or less gold. Those that have been worked are barely scratched, and, although thousands of ounces have been carried away, I do not consider that a serious impression has been made upon the whole. Every day was developing new and richer deposits; and the only impression seemed to be, that the metal would be found in such abundance as seriously to depreciate in value.

			On the 8th July I returned to the lower mines, and on the following day to Sutter’s, where, on the 10th, I was making preparations for a visit to the Feather, Yubah [Yuba], and Bear Rivers, when I received a letter from Commodore A. R. Long, United States navy, who had just arrived at San Francisco from Mazatlan, with a crew for the sloop-of-war Warren, and with orders to take that vessel to the squadron at La Paz. Captain Long wrote to me that the Mexican Congress had adjourned without ratifying the treaty of peace, that he had letters for me from Commodore Jones, and that his orders were to sail with the Warren on or before the 30th of July. In consequence of these, I determined to return to Monterey, and accordingly arrived here on the 17th of July.
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						A group consisting mainly of Nisenan Maidu, c. 1858. The Nisenan were, at that time, a collection of affiliated Central California tribes, which in turn were one of three groups of Maidu—as they still are today. By the 1850s, the Nisenan had been reduced to about eight hundred individuals who lived in several villages in the Grass Valley area. The man standing between the kneeling man on the left and the tree was one of the Nisenan chiefs. Named Weimer—also spelled Wema or Wemah—he was often referred to as Captain Weimer or King Weimer. 

					

				

				
			
			

			Also Found along Other Rivers

			Before leaving Sutter’s, I satisfied myself that gold existed in the bed of the Feather River, in the Yubah and Bear, and in many of the small streams that lie between the latter and the American Fork; also, that it had been found in the Cosumnes, to the south of the American Fork. In each of these streams the gold is found in small scales, whereas in the intervening mountains it occurs in coarser lumps.

			Mr. Sinclair, whose rancho is three miles above Sutter’s on the north side of the American, employs about fifty Indians on the North Fork, not far from its junction with the main stream. He had been engaged about five weeks when I saw him, and up to that time his Indians had used simply closely-woven willow baskets. His net proceeds (which I saw) were about $16,000 worth of gold. He showed me the proceeds of his last week’s work—fourteen pounds avoirdupois [a system of weight based on 16 ounces to a pound] of clean-washed gold.

			The principal store at Sutter’s Fort, that of Brannant & Co., had received in payment for goods $36,000 worth of this gold from the 1st of May to the 10th of July. Other merchants had also made extensive sales. Large quantities of goods were daily sent forward to the mines, as the Indians, heretofore so poor and degraded, have suddenly become consumers of the luxuries of life. I before mentioned that the greater part of the farmers and rancheros had abandoned their fields to go to the mines. This is not the case with Captain Sutter, who was carefully gathering his wheat, estimated at 40,000 bushels. Flour is already worth, at Sutter’s, $36 a barrel, and will soon be $50. Unless large quantities of breadstuffs reach the country much suffering will occur; but as each man is now able to pay a large price, it is believed the merchants will bring from Chile and the Oregon a plentiful supply for the coming winter.
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						The interior of a store at Sutter’s Fort

					

				

				
			
			The most moderate estimate I could obtain from men acquainted with the subject was, that upwards of 4,000 men were working in the gold district, of whom more than one-half were Indians, and that from $30,000 to $50,000 worth of gold, if not more, were daily obtained.

			The entire gold district, with very few exceptions of grants made some years ago by the Mexican authorities, is on land belonging to the United States. It was a matter of serious reflection to me, how I could secure to the Government certain rents or fees for the privilege of securing this gold; but upon considering the large extent of country, the character of the people engaged, and the small scattered force at my command, I resolved not to interfere, but permit all to work freely, unless broils and crimes should call for interference.

			I was surprised to learn that crime of any kind was very infrequent, and that no thefts or robberies had been committed in the gold district. All live in tents, in bush houses, or in the open air, and men have frequently about their persons thousands of dollars’ worth of this gold; and it was to me a matter of surprise that so peaceful and quiet a state of things should continue to exist. Conflicting claims to particular spots of ground may cause collisions, but they will be rare, as the extent of country is so great, and the gold so abundant, that for the present there is room and enough for all; still the Government is entitled to rents for this land, and immediate steps should be devised to collect them, for the longer it is delayed the more difficult it will become.

			One plan I would suggest is to send out from the United States surveyors, with high salaries, bound to serve specified periods; a superintendent to be appointed at Sutter’s Fort, with power to grant licenses to work a spot of ground, say 100 yards square, for one year at a rent of from $100 to $1,000, at his discretion; the surveyors to measure the grounds and place the renter in possession. A better plan, however, will be to have the district surveyed and sold at public auction to the highest bidder, in small parcels, say from 20 to 40 acres. In either case there will be many intruders, whom for years it will be almost impossible to exclude.

			A New California

			The discovery of these vast deposits of gold has entirely changed the character of Upper California. Its people, before engaged in cultivating their small patches of ground, and guarding their herds of cattle and horses, have all gone to the mines, or are on their way thither; laborers of every trade have left their work-benches, and tradesmen their shops; sailors desert their ships as fast as they arrive on the coast; and several vessels have gone to sea with hardly enough hands to spread a sail. Two or three are now at anchor in San Francisco, with no crews on board.

			Many desertions, too, have taken place from the garrisons within the influence of these mines; 26 soldiers have deserted from the post of Sonoma, 24 from that of San Francisco, and 24 from Monterey. For a few days the evil appeared so threatening that great danger existed that the garrisons would leave in a body; and I refer you to my orders of the 25th of July to show the steps adopted to meet this contingency. I shall spare no exertions to apprehend and punish deserters; but I believe no time in the history of our country has presented such temptations to desert as now exist in California. The danger of apprehension is small, and the prospect of higher wages certain; pay and bounties are trifles, as laboring men at the mines can now earn in one day more than double a soldier’s pay and allowances for a month, and even the pay of a lieutenant or captain cannot hire a servant. A carpenter or mechanic would not listen to an offer of less than $15 or $20 a day. Could any combination of affairs try a man’s fidelity more than this? And I really think some extraordinary mark of favor should be given to those soldiers who remain faithful to their flag throughout this tempting crisis.

			No officer can now live in California on his pay. Money has so little value, the prices of necessary articles of clothing and subsistence are so exorbitant, and labor so high, that to hire a cook or servant has become an impossibility, save to those who are earning from $30 to $50 a day.

			This state of things cannot last forever; yet, from the geographical position of California, and the new character it has assumed as a mining country, prices of labor will always be high, and will hold out temptations to desert. I therefore have to report, if the Government wish to prevent desertions here on the part of men, and to secure zeal on the part of officers, their pay must be increased very materially. Soldiers both of the volunteer and regular service discharged in this country should be permitted at once to locate their land warrants in the gold district.

			Many private letters have gone to the United States giving accounts of the vast quantity of gold recently discovered, and it may be a matter of surprise why I have made no report on this subject at an earlier date. The reason is, that I could not bring myself to believe the reports that I heard of the wealth of the gold district until I visited it myself. I have no hesitation now in saying, that there is more gold in the country drained by the Sacramento and San Joaquin Rivers than will pay the cost of the present war with Mexico a hundred times over.

			
				
					
						[image: frame-9]
						
							This photograph of a Chinese miner was taken by the famous photographer Eadweard Muybridge. It’s thought this was shot near Jacksonville in Tuolumne County or at Mongolian Flat on the American River.

						

					

				
				
			
			No capital is required to obtain this gold, as the laboring man wants nothing but his pick and shovel and tin pan, with which to dig and wash the gravel, and many frequently pick gold out of the crevices of rocks with their knives, in pieces of from one to six ounces.

			Mr. Dye, a gentleman residing in Monterey, and worthy of every credit, has just returned from Feather River. He tells me that the company to which he belonged worked seven weeks and two days, with an average of 50 Indians (washers), and that their gross product was 273 pounds of gold. His share, one-seventh, after paying all expenses, is about 37 pounds, which he brought with him and exhibits in Monterey. I see no laboring man from the mines who does not show his two, three, and four pounds of gold.

			A soldier of the artillery company returned here a few days ago from the mines, having been absent on furlough 20 days; he made by trading and working during that time $1,500. During these 20 days he was traveling 10 or 11 days, leaving but a week, in which he made a sum of money greater than he receives in pay, clothes, and rations during a whole enlistment of five years. These statements appear incredible, but they are true.

			Gold Is Practically Everywhere

			Gold is believed also to exist on the eastern slopes of the Sierra Nevada, and when at the mines, I was informed by an intelligent Mormon that it had been found near the Great Salt Lake by some of his fraternity. Nearly all the Mormons are leaving California to go to the Salt Lake, and this they surely would not do unless they were sure of finding gold there in the same abundance as they now do on the Sacramento.

			The gold “placer” near the mission of San Fernando [just north of Los Angeles] has long been known, but has been but little wrought for want of water. This is a spur that puts off from the Sierra Nevada (see Fremont’s map), the same in which the present mines occur. There is, therefore, every reason to believe that in the intervening space of 500 miles (entirely unexplored) there must be many hidden and rich deposits.

			The placer gold is now substituted as currency of this country; in trade it passes freely at $16 per ounce; as an article of commerce its value is not yet fixed. The only purchase I made was of the specimen No. 7, which I got of Mr. Neligh at $12 the ounce. That is about the present cash value in the country, although it has been sold for less. The great demand for goods and provisions made by this sudden development of wealth has increased the amount of commerce at San Francisco very much, and it will continue to increase.

			I would recommend that a mint be established at some eligible point on the bay of San Francisco, and that machinery, and all the apparatus and workmen, be sent by sea. These workmen must be bound by high wages, and even bonds, to secure their faithful services; else the whole plan may be frustrated by their going to the mines as soon as they arrive in California. If this course be not adopted, gold to the amount of many millions of dollars will pass yearly to other countries, to enrich their merchants and capitalists. [. . .]



OEBPS/font/TradeGothicLTStd-Bold.otf


OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/font/TradeGothicLTStd-BdCn20Obl.otf


OEBPS/image/01_American_River_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/07_Sutters_Mill_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-Semibold.otf


OEBPS/image/34944.jpg
OREGON

3 Mo
® Shasta
Clee
e
L Redling (o Poerty Flats & Resding)
Cottomvood (o Rooptown)
CALIFORNIA
aRichBar
& Velson's Creek and
S e il
T, :
£\ - Dawlytown Bownievite | NEVADA
- g = Donner
Marysill Timpuion _aNevads City L85
eyl Tings R0 (o Braokyn o Broki
bl e e el
g ar River. & Cntenvile)
e S Rodgh & Resiy
5 ~ Colama Gocganof suvrs i)
i . LG ek Pl (o Dry
x -{—n.“.m.m.m;
Sicmenes =l Dorado (ska Mod Springs)
St Fort (s New Hlvet)
. —
s A .
e B
e = (i mtown)
Saa s s
(aka Yerba Buena) >
Tuolumae’ m Yosemite
Suns Claa Madh
(e

5510n * S Jose






OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/image/06_Mason_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/2689.jpg
TWODOT®





OEBPS/font/TradeGothicLTStd.otf


OEBPS/font/TradeGothicLTStd-BdCn20.otf


OEBPS/image/02_Sutters_sawmill_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/978-0-7627-9150-7.jpg





OEBPS/image/10_Chinese_miner_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/font/TimesNewRomanPSMT.ttf


OEBPS/image/05_Coloma_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/34946.jpg
oI I i) 2 2weaaq FLIOIED v
1e0 w1y Jo o1 patdnazo oup ™

srsr
fronsia wadoro






OEBPS/image/09_Store_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/08_Nisenan_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/font/TradeGothicLTStd-Obl.otf


OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-BoldItalic.otf


OEBPS/image/03_John_Sutter_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/04_Sutters_Fort_fmt.jpeg





