
 

“The old American Dream ... was the dream of the Puritans, of Benjamin Franklin's "Poor Richard"... of men and 

women content to accumulate their modest fortunes a little at a time, year by year by year. The new dream was 

the dream of instant wealth, won in a twinkling by audacity and good luck.  This golden dream ... became a 

prominent part of the American psyche only after Sutter's Mill.” 
– H.W. Brands 

 

 

This committee begins on March 15, 1848 with the first 

newspaper printing of gold discovery in California.  An 

estimated four years will have gone by at the end of the 

committee, to give you an idea of how time will pass.  

However, this is absolutely subject to change according to 

events that may take place during each session.  We are 

located in the back room of a saloon in San Francisco.  

While this room is fairly hidden and our identities have 

remained private to the general public, we are not immune 

from the effects that the gold rush will have on our 

surrounding region and local community. 

Delegates should work to address, among other things, the 

local economic impacts of the gold rush, the ramifications 

that this boom had on the local Native American 

population as well as the immigrant population, the 

position of the California government, the increase in 

crime as the region rapidly became overpopulated and 

chaotic, infrastructural impacts, and California’s unique 

and unusual geological environment. 

While you all are an elite group of individuals, keep in 

mind that you are tied to San Francisco just as much as 

the rest of the population, if not more.  Above all, you 

should be concerned with the well-being of your beloved 

city, for you will sink or swim along with it. 
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Now for some useful history… 

The California Gold Rush was one of the most significant events of the 19th century 

and played a crucial role in the future economic development of the United States.  

This major historical event is truly what created California as we know it to be today. 

Gold was first discovered in this region in the Sacramento Valley on January 24, 1848.  

James Wilson Marshall was directing a crew working on building a mill for John 

Sutter along the South Fork American River, when he came across what would change 

the entire direction of the region forever.  Both men later accounted that they knew it 

was gold at first sight, and were eager to get the word out and make a profit. 

News of gold in the valley spread rapidly, especially considering the delayed 

communication methods of the age.  Samuel Brannan immediately published the 

findings in his newspaper the California Star, and the region began to explode.  The 



The California Gold Rush – FDISC 2014 Page 3 
 

California newspapers eventually had to shut down because all of their workers had 

fled to the mine fields.  Men coined as “49ers” borrowed money, mortgaged their 

property, and spent all of their savings in order to make the journey to California in 

search of gold.  However, most had no intention of staying in California.  The goal was 

to strike it rich and then return home to live it up and support their families. 

 

There were two main routes of internal westward movement for Americans hoping to 

strike it rich.  One was a sea voyage around the tip of South America and the second 

was the Oregon-California trail.  Both of these treks averaged six months and proved 

very difficult as disease, proper nutrition, crime, hostility, and boredom all played a 

role in the journey.  This is what inspired the building of the Panama Railway by 

private American companies in 1850.  This was the first transcontinental railroad in 

the world and was huge in speeding travel to California. 
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While it took longer for the word of discovery to spread across the world, there was no 

shortage of immigrants.  Gold fever attracted many Mexicans and other Latin and 

South Americans, Russians, Germans, Irish, Turkish, Africans, Canadians, and 

especially Chinese who comprised almost one fifth of the mining population by 1851, 

turning San Francisco into a global frontier.  By 1853 more than 300,000 gold seekers 

flooded California and the San Francisco area, which had a previous population of 

1,000. 

What was once small town San Francisco, was now full of brothels, saloons, shops, 

and small businesses.  It was now known as the central economic metropolis of the 

region.  Due to the rapid population increase, problems with overcrowding began to 

occur.  Gold seekers lived in mining camps and towns grew lawless with banditry, 

gambling, prostitution, and violence.  Most lived in extremely poor conditions and 

lacked proper sanitation, space, and food.  Disease spread and adequate medical 

attention was often hard to come by.  This mass migration of men also meant that 

women were often left at home to take care of the household.  Similar to war time, 

women ended up taking higher positions in their communities at home. 

 

       

 

Exacerbating the chaos was legal uncertainty during the beginning of the Gold Rush.  

At the time, California was part of the Mexican territory of Alta California.  California 

was still technically part of Mexico, and under American military occupation as the 

result of the Mexican–American War.  This land was ceded to the United States after 

the end of the Mexican-American War with the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe 

Hidalgo on February 2, 1848, nearly days after the first discovery of gold at Stutter’s 

Mill.  With this treaty, California was still only a possession of the United States, and 
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did not become a state until over a year later, no doubt thanks to the boost of the gold 

Rush.  California was essentially under military control, but in a unique and unusual 

condition.  There was no overseeing government, legislature, or executive body for the 

region.  Due to the lack of any law regarding property rights, a system of “staking 

claims” was developed where the first to discover gold in that area would put a stake 

in the surrounding land which would thereby essentially grant the owner some tenure 

and an incentive to continue mining in that area.  The informality of what used to be 

Mexican land grants led to much more confusion when miners, squatters, and 

homesteaders began to overrun the land. 

This lack of government oversight also enabled slavery to flourish in the region.  In 

1852 the Fugitive Slave Law was passed which made it illegal for enslaved African 

Americans to escape from their master’s property within the state’s supposedly free 

borders.  This instilled a constant fear in all African Americans living in the area, free 

or enslaved.  Many basic rights were not equally granted, including the right to testify 

in court.  Slave labor was often used in the mines and undoubtedly contributed to the 

disastrous living and working conditions. 

With the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, American citizenship was given 

to everyone currently living in the territory, except the Native Americans.  This brings 

us to the massive abuse of non-white settlers at the time of the gold rush. 

      

Mass migration led to the Native Americans being forced out of their homes due to the 

establishment of mining camps in remote areas of California, as well as an increase in 

resource insecurity because they now lacked access to their traditional hunting, 

fishing, and gathering areas.  In response, the natives often raided the mining camps 

for subsistence.  They also aimed to protect their land by attacking the miners, which 

provoked counter attacks.  However, the natives were often outgunned and, in turn, 

slaughtered.  The miners, who were supported by the California state government, 

organized war parties to slaughter entire villages and native groups.  The few Natives 

who could escape these massacres often could not survive because they were pushed 

from their homes and had few possessions, family members, resources, or means of 

living left.  This proves to be a widespread issue as gold discovery crossed into Oregon 
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and other surrounding areas where Native American maltreatment was rampant.  

Some natives stood up and revolted, but were often met with brute force by white 

Americans.  An estimated 100,000 California Indians died between 1848 and 1868.  

Another estimate suggests that 4,500 of them were murdered. 

           

 

Immigrants rarely found any better treatment upon arrival.  They came with very little 

money and lacked many resources.  Often enslaved to work in the mining camps, they 

were subjected too much harsher conditions than the American miners.  Those who 

were not enslaved had few options to make money and often worked claims 

abandoned by other miners.  Others took jobs as cooks, launderers, and merchants 

hoping to make at least some money to return home with, but low pay and 

discriminatory hiring practices left them extremely disadvantaged.  Furthermore, in 

1850 the Foreign Miners’ License Tax of a steep $20 per month was introduced.  Most 

could not afford to pay it and some refused in protest, only to be driven out of mining 

areas and attacked by a hastily formed militia of white Americans.  In 1882 the 

Federal Chinese Exclusion Act was introduced which halted Chinese migration for ten 

years and prohibited current Chinese immigrants from becoming United States 

citizens.  Bandits often especially preyed on foreigners due to their vulnerability and 



The California Gold Rush – FDISC 2014 Page 7 
 

massive lack of protection by the law.  Some immigrants developed special methods of 

disguising their limited wealth like melting down their gold into household goods like 

pots and pans which they could then reshape when they returned home.  However, 

the reality is that many immigrants were often robbed, beaten, and even murdered. 

 

 

 

The Gold Rush peaked in 1852 and the excitement swiftly died thereafter.  However, 

many continued to migrate to the area.  Some thought that they still had a chance at 

striking it rich and some simply did not receive the news quickly enough.  As gold 

became more and more difficult to find, new tactics were developed.  The introduction 

of hydraulic mining in 1953 led to more efficient discovery.  Since the rich surface soil 

was now mostly exploited, miners depended on these new methods of hydraulic 
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mining to find gold for nearly twenty more years after the peak of the gold rush.  As a 

byproduct of these new extraction methods, large amounts of gravel, silt, heavy metal, 

and other pollutants went into the waterways, damaging the ecosystem and destroying 

much of the environment.  Sadly, these practices continue to this day and are 

detrimental to California’s environment.  California’s unique geological makeup, 

healthy soil, mountainous terrain, and proclivity to seismic activity have been 

theorized as the reason so much gold was able to form in the first place.  While the 

richness of the environment is constantly deteriorating, earthquakes, wildfires, floods, 

and mudslides will forever be a very real threat to the population. 

 

 

 

In the end, gold fever proved to be much worse than first imagined.  While the thought 

of striking it rich was exhilarating, few men returned home with more than they had 

brought.  Many risked their lives and death was not unheard of, but it rarely proved to 

be worth it.  A total average of $2 billion in precious metals had been extracted during 

the Gold Rush, but most of the wealth was earned by local merchants who supplied 

the thousands of miners with basic necessities as well as entertainment. 

 

 

 



The California Gold Rush – FDISC 2014 Page 9 
 

Things to be concerned with: 

 The current state of the California government 
 Overpopulation 
 New technology 

 Crime 
 The local economy 

 Immigrant and native American rights 
 Property law 
 Transportation 

 Women 
 The environment 

 News/Publicity/Communication 
 Infrastructure 

 Health and Safety 
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Resources: 

 http://www.history.com/topics/gold-rush-of-1849 

 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/California_Gold_Rush 

 http://www.history.com/topics/gold-rush-of-1849/videos#deconstructing-history-golden-gate-

bridge 

 http://www.calisphere.universityofcalifornia.edu/calcultures/eras/era4.html 

 http://www.calisphere.universityofcalifornia.edu/calcultures/eras/era4.html 

 http://ceres.ca.gov/ceres/calweb/geology/goldrush.html 

 http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/goldrush/timeline/index.html 

 http://www.eyewitnesstohistory.com/californiagoldrush.htm 
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