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Preface

The roots of this book go back to my childhood. Although I was raised in Berkeley, my father grew up in Grass Valley, the heart of the California gold country. The youngest of four sons, he was the first male in the family to get out of the mines. Before he left home, however, my grandfather had insisted that he learn the family trade. So Dad knew a lot about quartz mining, including how to blow up a rock wall so that all the pieces fell neatly into one pile. I always hoped to see a demonstration, but never did. Instead, I had to settle for a diagram of a standard twenty-two-hole blasting pattern. Four or five times a year, we journeyed back to Dad’s old hometown, to “Grandma’s house,” and there I was literally surrounded by hard-rock miners. From these experiences, I picked up bits and pieces about gold rush California. I also learned that hard-rock mining was a skill that had to be honed to near perfection and not something that could be mastered in a weekend.

These childhood experiences, however, didn’t trigger the writing of this book. That decision came much later and more or less through a back door. In the 1980s, while doing research for a book on John Quincy Adams’s congressional career, I dipped into pamphlets, letters, and reminiscences written by his slaveholding adversaries. As expected, I learned that most of them regarded the former president as an able but nasty old man. To my surprise, however, I also discovered that shortly after his death in 1848, many of them fantasized about taking their slaves to California and getting rich mining gold. None of them, as far as I could tell, knew the first thing about mining, much less hard-rock mining. They all seemed to think it was easy, something any slave could do. And nearly all of them deemed the slaveholding South’s “loss” of California a major turning point in North-South relations. Had they gained control of the gold fields, they contended, their lives and the lives of their fellow slaveholders would have been golden.

A few years later, while studying free-state politicians who sided with the South in North-South struggles, I discovered that some of the more noteworthy came from my home state. Somehow I had missed learning that fact. Somehow I had gone through the California schools from kindergarten through graduate school and never realized that many of the state’s early leaders had been “Northern men with Southern principles,” that several might as well have been representing Mississippi or Alabama in national affairs, and that the state’s entire congressional delegation on the eve of the Civil War had supported John C. Breckinridge, the pro-slavery candidate for president. Either such details had been omitted from the curriculum, or I simply had not been paying attention. In any event, one reason for writing this book has been to bring myself up to speed—to learn material that I should have learned forty or fifty years ago.

In the process, I’ve had plenty of help. The Bancroft and Huntington libraries were central. They are literally gold mines for California scholars, and the staff at both institutions alerted me to documents that I would probably never have found on my own. Also helpful were archivists at the state library, the California Historical Society, the Nevada County Historical Society, the Placer County Historical Society, the Empire Mine, and other depositories I visited over the years. As in the past, the librarians at my home institution, the University of Massachusetts, have been diligent in getting me the microfilm and obscure books that I needed. And, as in the past, I have relied heavily on my colleagues in the history department for advice and direction, especially Bruce Laurie and Barry Levy, who on more occasions than I can count listened patiently to my ramblings. I have also taught four writing seminars on the gold rush and the coming of the Civil War, and some of the students in those classes have been computer whizzes, finding facts and figures on the Internet that I never knew existed. Finally, I owe a big thanks to Jennifer Bonin for creating the maps and to Jane Garrett, Emily Molanphy, Leslie Levine, and the staff at Alfred A. Knopf for shepherding the manuscript through publication.
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TODAY THE LAKE IS SURROUNDED BY GOLF COURSES—ONE PUBLIC, three private—all scrambling to get their share of its water. To conservationists the courses are a nuisance, a curse on the environment and a danger to the waterfowl, but the fairways and clubhouses have been San Francisco landmarks since the 1920s and have too many patrons to be uprooted. One of the private clubs—the famous Olympic Club—has hosted four U.S. Opens. Ben Hogan played and lost there to an unknown golfer named Jack Fleck. Thousands of lesser golfers, meanwhile, have taken their clubs to the nearby public course at Harding Park.

Of the men and women who trudge the fairways of these four courses, eat and drink in the clubhouses, tell stories and lie about their handicaps, many are well aware of the Hogan-Fleck match. A few even saw it happen. Only a handful, however, are aware that just to the east of the southern tip of the lake is the place where a U.S. senator was shot to death, the last U.S. senator to be killed in California before Bobby Kennedy. Scarcely one in a thousand knows that story.

One can’t blame them. It happened long ago, sixty years before any of the courses were built, before the Civil War, actually, September 13, 1859, to be precise.
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At that time Lake Merced was a very popular dueling ground. Dueling was illegal in San Francisco, but the area just behind the barn at Lake House Ranch was remote enough that a duel could still be carried out in relative privacy and isolation from the law. Also, there were certain to be some technical difficulties determining jurisdiction, had the authorities tried to interfere. For the lake is not in San Francisco proper, but south of the city, on the border between San Francisco and San Mateo counties.

The duel was between David S. Terry, the chief judge of the state supreme court, and Senator David Broderick.1 They were both Democrats, but from hostile ends of their party. Broderick, the senator, opposed the expansion of slavery, and Terry, the judge, was part of what was then called the Chivalry wing of the California Democratic Party. The Chivs were pro-South and pro-slavery. They were also determined to eliminate Broderick and other California free-soilers from positions of power. At the time of the duel the Chivs had the upper hand and seemed to be just on the edge of victory.

The judge pushed matters to a head. He probably couldn’t help it. Even his friends described him as “truculent.” He was young for a judge, just thirty-six, but had been on the state supreme court for four years, chief judge for two years. He was a big man, six feet three and over 220 pounds, with a noticeably flat face and a large bulbous nose. He was clean shaven except for chin whiskers. He wore his hair long, in the “Southern” style.
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David S. Terry, chief justice of the California Supreme Court. Reprinted from Jeremiah Lynch, A Senator of the Fifties: David C. Broderick of California (San Francisco, 1911), 130.

The judge was a Southern man and proud of it. He had been born in Kentucky and lived in Texas before migrating to Stockton in December 1849. In 1852 he had returned briefly to the South and married Cornelia Runnels, the niece of the Mississippi governor. He had assured her that he would never accept California’s decision to outlaw slavery. As a supporter of “the doctrine of the ultra states’ rights men of the South,” he was determined “to change the Constitution of the state by striking out that clause prohibiting slavery…or, failing in that, to divide the state and thus open a portion of California to Southerners and their property.”2

The judge was also a well-known knife fighter. Three years earlier, during his second year on the bench, he had tried to stop Sterling Hopkins, a member of the San Francisco Vigilance Committee, from making an arrest. He hated vigilantes and vigilante justice. In the fracas he had pulled out a bowie knife, his favorite weapon, and severely wounded Hopkins. The Vigilance Committee then had him arrested. Ironically, to his defense had come David Broderick, whose followers had been the committee’s chief targets. Broderick paid three newspapers to put the judge’s behavior in the best possible light.

In June 1859, however, the help of Broderick was history. The Vigilance Committee was all but dead, and the judge now saved his sharpest barbs for the free-soil wing of the Democratic Party. He called them “black Republicans” and “negro lovers.” At one point he also said that they were an unprincipled “remnant of a faction” owned “heart and soul” by Broderick, whose only guidance came from “the banner of the black Douglass, whose name is Frederick.” Those were code words. Everyone at the time understood that the judge was referring to Frederick Douglass, the black abolitionist, and essentially saying that Broderick took his cues from a black man.3
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David Broderick, senator from California. Reprinted from Elijah R. Kennedy, The Contest for California in 1861 (Boston, 1912), 64.

On June 26 Broderick learned of the judge’s remarks in the morning newspaper while having breakfast at the International Hotel in San Francisco. He, too, was a warrior. He had made his reputation in New York City taking on the city’s toughest prizefighters—Eli Hazleton, Seth Douglas, Abe Bogart, John Williamson, Mose Cutter, Sam Baisely, and Johnny Baum. Victory had never been his, but he had gained fame for never backing down. He had also gained fame as a bouncer at his New York saloon. He had a powerful build and gnarled hands, thanks partly to his years as a stonemason, and thus usually had little trouble keeping order. He also bore a knife scar that ran down his cheek into his beard. That, along with his piercing dark blue eyes and dark eyebrows, made him even more menacing.4

True to form, Broderick responded to Judge Terry with nasty remarks of his own. He proclaimed Terry to be a “damned miserable wretch” who was as corrupt as President James Buchanan and William Gwin, California’s other senator. “I have hitherto spoken of him as an honest man—as the only honest man on the bench of a miserable, corrupt Supreme Court—but now I find I was mistaken. I take it all back. He is just as bad as the others.”5

That was all it took. The judge challenged the senator to a duel. Both men then chose seconds to handle the details, and the seconds made arrangements for the duel to take place one week after the September election, September 13, 1859, behind the barn of the Lake House Ranch on Lake Merced.

         

On learning about the time and location, James J. Ayers drove a horse-drawn carriage most of the night to get there. The place was mobbed. He counted seventy-three spectators.6 Two sets of weapons had been brought to the dueling grounds. Terry won the toss and selected the ones his side had provided: Belgian-made eight-inch barrels, with hair triggers. Terry had practiced with these pistols, Broderick had not.

The hair trigger proved deadly to Broderick. He was a skilled marksman, practiced regularly, and could handle any pistol that necessitated a quick, firm pull. But a pistol that necessitated a light touch was beyond him. He thus fired too quickly, and his shot went wildly into the ground. The judge’s pistol worked perfectly. He took careful aim and shot Broderick in the lung.

Broderick died three days later. His followers never regarded the duel as just a duel. To them it amounted to an assassination. The Chivs, as they saw it, were out to get Broderick, and if Judge Terry hadn’t pulled the trigger, someone else would have. Declared the Republican Edward Dickinson Baker, at Broderick’s funeral service: “His death was a political necessity, poorly veiled beneath the guise of a private quarrel…What was his public crime? The answer is in his own words: ‘I die because I was opposed to a corrupt administration and the extension of slavery.’”7

Echoing this sentiment was Elisha Crosby, a New Yorker who had represented Sacramento at the state constitutional convention and knew both men well. The problem, wrote Crosby, was that Broderick was as “brave as a lion” and thus a menace to Senator William Gwin and his followers. These men wanted to put California in Southern hands, colonize the southern portion of the state with Southern people, and get the state legislature to divide the state, making the southern part of it slave. Surmised Crosby: “Broderick’s denunciation of this scheme, I have no doubt brought on the conflict which led to his assassination. It was pretty well understood that he was to be assassinated anyway. If Terry failed, somebody else was to kill him.”8



1
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THE CHAIN OF EVENTS THAT LED TO THE KILLING BEGAN IN THE foothills of the Sierra Nevada on a cold morning in late January 1848. That morning, as every morning for the past several months, Jennie Wimmer had been working over a hot woodstove. Her task at the moment was making soap. Technically, she was the cook and laundress for a crew of white men, mainly Mormons, who were building a sawmill on the south fork of the American River. In fact, however, she had so alienated the Mormons that they no longer ate at her table.

Initially the men had welcomed her. Tired of their own cooking and eager to have a woman in the kitchen, they had even accepted the fact that she always served the choice portions of pork and mutton to her husband, Peter, and her seven children. But she had treated them shabbily and worn out her welcome. Whenever she rang the dinner bell, she had expected them to appear at once, and on Christmas morning, when they had taken extra time washing up, she had bawled them out, telling them that “she was Boss” and that they “must come at the first call” or go without breakfast. With that, they had “revolted from under her government” and decided to build their own separate cabin and cook for themselves.1

What had made matters worse was that Jennie Wimmer wasn’t an old tyrant. She was a young one, just twenty-six years old, much younger than some of the men. She also cursed, and, like most white women in California at this time, she had been around.

Christened Elizabeth Jane, but always called Jennie, she was the daughter of a Virginia tobacco farmer who in 1838 had moved his family to Lumpkin County, Georgia, to mine gold. There she and her mother had run a boardinghouse for local miners, and there she had met a young miner named Obadiah Baiz. They had married and moved to Missouri in 1840. He had died in 1843, leaving her a widow with two children. She then married Peter Wimmer, a thirty-three-year-old widower from Cincinnati with five children. In the spring of 1846 the Wimmers decided to leave the United States and head west to Mexican California. They joined a wagon train of eighty-four migrants, trekked across the Rockies and Sierras, and arrived at Sutter’s Fort, in what is now Sacramento, on November 15, 1846.2

The following spring the owner of the fort, Johann Sutter, decided to build a sawmill for his rapidly expanding agricultural empire. He, too, had been around. He had fled Switzerland for New York in 1834, leaving behind a wife and four children, large debts, and a warrant for his arrest. He then went to Missouri, New Mexico, Oregon, Hawaii, and Alaska before he reached California in 1839. Since then he had become a Mexican citizen and persuaded the governor of California to grant him a huge tract of land in the Sacramento valley, which he had dubbed New Helvetia. He was now forty-four years old and saw nothing but glory days lying ahead.
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Johann Sutter, owner of New Helvetia. Reprinted from Frank Soulé et al., The Annals of San Francisco (New York, 1854), 765.

The site Sutter picked for his sawmill was some forty miles from his home base, on the south fork of the American River, in a place that came to be known as Coloma.3 Had Sutter been in his native Switzerland, he could have found plenty of millwrights who knew how to tap the power of falling water. But in the Sacramento valley finding a skilled millwright or even a millwright’s apprentice was next to impossible. So to oversee the operation Sutter turned to James Marshall, a thirty-seven-year-old New Jersey carpenter who had tried his hand at ranching in the Sacramento valley and failed miserably.

Sutter assigned thirteen of his Mormon hands to work under Marshall. They were part of a larger contingent of eight hundred Mormons who had been sent by Salt Lake City to earn money fighting in the Mexican War. This contingent in 1847 had come to Sutter’s Fort on their way back to Utah. About eighty had stayed to work, not for wages, but for horses and cattle to take home with them. Sutter still had nearly fifty Mormon hands. He thought that they were the best workers he had ever encountered. The men he assigned to Marshall had agreed to stay until the following spring. Then they planned to head east across the mountains to join Brigham Young and their fellow Saints on the shores of the Great Salt Lake. They, too, had been around. One of their leaders, Henry Bigler, had survived the anti-Mormon wars in Missouri and Illinois and now was an elder in the Mormon church.

Sutter also employed Maidu Indians. He essentially rented them from tribal leaders. He had for years, using some as personal servants, others to dig irrigation ditches and plant his orchards. He didn’t think much of their work habits, but they cost him much less than the Mormons, and so he decided to have one Maidu crew dig the race for his sawmill. To oversee them he hired Jennie Wimmer’s husband, Peter. The camp also needed a cook and a laundress, and for those duties Sutter hired Jennie, not knowing that her dictatorial ways would drive Henry Bigler and his fellow Mormons to the point of rebellion.

As luck would have it, however, Jennie Wimmer had one skill that the others lacked. Thanks to her time in Georgia, she knew how to tell the difference between gold and fool’s gold. That knowledge proved helpful when Peter brought to her kitchen a pebble that James Marshall had found earlier that morning in the freshly dug tail race. The find had excited Marshall, so much so that he ran back to his Mormon crew, shouting: “Boys, by God I believe I have found a gold mine!”4
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James Marshall, discoverer of gold. Reprinted from Frank Soulé et al., The Annals of San Francisco (New York, 1854), 767.

The workers, however, had been skeptical. They had tested the metal, biting and hammering it to see if it was brittle, and found that it was malleable. But they still had doubts. So, too, did Marshall. The chips he found just didn’t have enough luster, he thought, to be gold. Didn’t gold glisten? He wasn’t certain. Nor was Peter. But Jennie knew what to do with the pebble Peter handed her. She tossed it into a kettle of soap she was making, knowing that it would corrode if it was fool’s gold. She then finished making the soap and set it off to cool. The next morning one of the hands asked her about the pebble. “I told him it was in my soap kettle…. A plank was brought for me to lay my soap onto, and I cut it in chunks, but it was not to be found. At the bottom of the pot was a double handful of potash, which I lifted in my two hands, and there was my gold as bright as could be.”5

James Marshall then braved a drenching rain to take the news to Sutter. He found Sutter writing at his office desk, totally surprised to see him. Hadn’t Marshall just received all the supplies he needed? To Sutter’s further surprise, Marshall then insisted that the door be locked and asked for two pails of water and a scale. He then showed Sutter what he had found, and the two men spent the next couple of hours consulting the American Encyclopedia and doing one experiment after another. They bit and hammered the metal to see if it was malleable. They doused it with nitric acid to see if it would tarnish. They weighed it against silver. They weighed it a second time—and then a third. They immersed the scales into a pail of water to see if it had greater specific gravity and sunk to the bottom. Finally, after again consulting the American Encyclopedia, they pronounced it gold.

Sutter decided that the discovery must be kept secret. The next day he rode up to Coloma. “I had a talk with my employed people all at the Sawmill” and asked “that they would do me the great favor and keep it a secret.” But he forgot to silence Jennie Wimmer and her sons. They told all who came by, including a teamster, Jacob Wittner, who carried the news back to Sutter’s Fort. Sutter himself also had loose lips, and by March the news had reached San Francisco.

         

The first reports were dismissed as nonsense. Legends, talk, and boasts of gold had been heard many times before. Just six years earlier, in 1842, gold had been found in the mountains just north of Los Angeles, but the find played out quickly. Maybe Coloma would just be more of the same. The two weekly San Francisco newspapers, The Californian and The California Star, treated the first reports with casual indifference.

In downplaying the reports, the Star’s owner had an ulterior motive. The newspaper belonged to Sam Brannan, a dapper and friendly man who seemingly spent half his time serving God, the other half serving mammon.6 A twenty-nine-year-old Maine native, Brannan had been a Mormon leader for most of his adult life. When he was fourteen years old, his sister had married a Mormon missionary, and he tagged along with the honeymoon couple to what was then the Mormon headquarters in Kirtland, Ohio. He had converted to the faith, helped build the first temple, and become a printer. He was then sent to New York City as the East Coast publisher of Mormon literature. He made valuable commercial contacts there and by age twenty-five had become a rich man.

Then, in 1844, when anti-Mormonism erupted into a full-scale war in Illinois and the killing of the church’s founder, Joseph Smith, in a Carthage jail, Brannan was ordered to move the East Coast Mormons out of the United States to safer ground. Brannan bought a schooner, the Brooklyn, to transport seventy men, sixty-eight women, and a hundred children. They sailed south, around Cape Horn, to what was supposed to be a sparsely populated haven in northern Mexico. They arrived in Yerba Buena, soon to be renamed San Francisco, on the last day of July 1846. The town was a sleepy place, a shack town of maybe five hundred residents. There, to Brannan’s disgust, he saw an American flag flying, signaling that California was about to become U.S. property.
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Sam Brannan, Mormon entrepreneur. Reprinted from Frank Soulé et al., The Annals of San Francisco (New York, 1854), 748.

Brannan didn’t bring just his people to California. He also brought his entrepreneurial skills. On the Brooklyn he had loaded a printing press, the makings of a sawmill and a flour mill, and tools of every sort. Once in San Francisco, he had the press and two mills working within weeks, and with the help of his fellow Mormons began to build a commercial empire from San Francisco to Sacramento, where he established a retail store outside the walls of Sutter’s Fort. Among his new enterprises was The California Star, one of the two newspapers that treated rather casually James Marshall’s finding of gold.

All through March and April, the Star made light of Marshall’s discovery. It was no big deal, nothing to get excited about. Meanwhile, the Star’s owner expanded his holdings in the gold fields. As a deputy of Brigham Young, he went there to collect tithes. But instead of sending the money to Salt Lake City, he used it to open a store at Mormon Island and Coloma and to build a hotel in Sacramento. He also stocked his Sacramento store with everything a gold seeker might need and gained a monopoly on steamboat landings at Sacramento. Then, on May 12, Brannan returned to San Francisco with a bottle of gold dust. Holding it high at the corner of Portsmouth Square, he shouted: “Gold! Gold! Gold from the American River!” By month’s end, almost the entire male population of San Francisco had left town for the gold fields.

The U.S. military, especially, was hard hit. In San Francisco, sailors abandoned their ships, soldiers deserted by the hundreds. In Monterey, three seamen ran away from the Warren, thus forfeiting four years’ pay, and “a whole platoon of soldiers” fled the fort and “left only their colors behind.” The situation became so bad that the fort’s commanding general and the ship’s captain “had to take to the kitchen” and cook their own breakfast. Imagine, wrote one lieutenant, “a general of the United States Army” and “the commander of a man-of-war…in a smoking kitchen, grinding coffee, toasting a herring, and peeling an onion”!7
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A deserter from the fort at Monterey. Reprinted from Walter Colton, Three Years in California (New York, 1852), 71.

Joining the deserters were scores of former soldiers who had recently been discharged. Out of the disbanded Mormon Battalion came several hundred. In California to acquire horses and cattle before heading to the Great Salt Lake, they now stayed to mine gold. Several hundred more gold seekers came out of the New York Volunteers, a regiment of some seven hundred men who had been recruited in New York by Colonel Jonathan Drake Stevenson, a well-heeled Democratic politician, to fight in the war against Mexico. They had been mustered into the army in August 1846, and after training for six weeks, they had been sent around Cape Horn to occupy California. Most had finished their military obligation and were now awaiting a ship home. On hearing the news of “gold on the American River,” the vast majority instead headed for the Sierras.8

A month after the news broke, the American consul in San Francisco, Thomas Larkin, reported the situation to the American secretary of state. Not only had a “large portion” of the sailors and soldiers stationed in San Francisco and Sonoma deserted, but the navy had put out to sea to keep more men from joining them. In addition, three-quarters of the city’s houses were now deserted, “every blacksmith, carpenter and lawyer” was now leaving, the “brick-yards, saw-mills and ranches” had no one left to run them, both of the city’s newspapers had stopped publishing, the city had “not a justice of the peace left.”9

The mammon half of Brannan’s nature thus triumphed. His businesses profited, and he became a millionaire. He acquired large holdings in both Sacramento and San Francisco. He gave up the Mormon church, never joined Brigham Young in Utah, never forwarded the tithes he received from gold-mining Mormons. Not all was rosy, however. His wife who had accompanied him to California discovered that he was a bigamist, that without her knowledge the Mormon church had given him permission to take her as a second wife, and that he was still legally married to another woman, whom he had callously abandoned along with their child. The divorce suit cost him much of his fortune. So did a lawsuit that he later filed against the railroad entrepreneurs who eventually came to dominate California. Drink finally ruined him.

         

The news that Brannan parlayed into a fortune traveled mainly by sea. It thus reached ports in the Pacific Ocean months before it reached New York or Boston. New York and Boston were fourteen thousand nautical miles from San Francisco, while Acapulco and Honolulu were just two thousand, Callao four thousand, Valparaiso six thousand, Sydney and Canton seven thousand.
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Sea routes to San Francisco

Among the ships docked in San Francisco in May 1848 was a brig owned by José Ramón Sánchez of Valparaiso, Chile. While loading the ship with hides and tallow, California’s principal exports, the supercargo heard about gold on the American River and purchased some gold dust at $12 per ounce. On June 14 the brig set sail for Chile and arrived in Valparaiso on August 19. Within days the rush was on. Two dozen hopefuls bought passage on the Virjinia, which was just about to head north, and Chilean merchants began outfitting other ships.10

Among those who lined up for passage was forty-one-year-old Vicente Pérez Rosales, a restless intellectual who already had had a colorful career as a gold miner in the Chilean Alps and a cattle rustler in Argentina. Along with his three brothers, a brother-in-law, and two servants, Rosales got passage on a French bark bound for San Francisco. The ship was jammed. All told, there were ninety male passengers, two females (including a prostitute named Rosario), four cows, eight pigs, and three dogs, along with a crew of nineteen men. The ship left Valparaiso in December 1848. Fifty-two days later, after much boredom and a few near disasters, Rosales and his shipmates reached the mouth of the Golden Gate, which, he wrote, “inspired awe but at the same time smiled, seeming to open wide to receive us.”11

Meanwhile, far across the Pacific, The Sydney Herald broke the news of gold on the American River in December 1848. Among those who took notice was thirty-three-year-old Edward Hargraves, “a corpulent bull-calf of a man” who had worked as a sailor, publican, and shopkeeper. After settling his affairs at home, Hargraves formed a small group of gold seekers and bought passage on the Elizabeth Archer, an English bark out of Liverpool. On board were at least one hundred passengers. Leaving Sydney on July 17, 1849, the ship reached San Francisco eighty-one days later. As it entered the harbor, Hargraves’s hopes skyrocketed. Everywhere he looked he saw abandoned ships, “a complete forest of masts—a sight well calculated to inspire us with hope, and remove the feelings of doubt.” The next day the Elizabeth Archer joined them, as the whole crew, excepting one officer and three apprentice boys, jumped ship.12

Hargraves’s high hopes soon dimmed, however. Heading well east of San Francisco, he hoped to make a fortune prospecting on the Stanislaus River. He learned the craft of prospecting with pans, cradles, and excavation, but he found little gold and nearly froze to death at night. During the day, however, he noticed that the California terrain showed similarities to that of his Australian home. Hadn’t he seen similar rocks and geological formations in New South Wales, within three hundred miles of Sydney? He was certain he had. Unsuccessful in California, he decided to return to Australia and discover gold there. Arriving in Sydney in January 1851, he proceeded to the interior, and on February 12 found gold in Lewis Ponds Creek, a small tributary of the Macquarie River. The impact was instantaneous. In 1852 Australia produced sixty million in gold, and Hargraves became a national hero.13

Simultaneously, while the news of California gold was enticing Edward Hargraves and other readers of The Sydney Herald, ship brokers spread the word in southern China, especially throughout the Canton region. Why Canton? That has become a matter of dispute. According to one school of thought, the region had been devastated by civil war, floods, droughts, typhoons, and famine. Families were thus desperate, looking for a way out. According to another interpretation, the area was more market-oriented than most of China and thus had more than its share of risk takers.14

Whatever the explanation, ship brokers saw the Cantonese as fair game. Playing on their hopes and fears, one enterprising Hong Kong broker concocted an illustrated pamphlet that promised “big pay, large houses, and food and clothing of the finest description” for all those who went to California. The broker also claimed that California was “a nice country, without mandarins or soldiers,” that the Chinese would be welcomed there with open arms, and that the “Chinese god” was already there.15

Accompanying such fabrications were word-of-mouth reports that allegedly came from the Chinese who were already in California. According to S. E. Woodworth, the agent and consul for the Chinese in California, two Chinese men and one woman had reached California before news of gold had reached China. They had arrived on the brig Eagle, from Hong Kong, in February 1848.16 One man named Chum Ming supposedly heard many stories about gold on the American River and traveled to the gold country to see for himself. He then wrote a friend in Canton who immediately set sail for “Gum Shan,” or “Gold Mountain,” as California was called. This tale, and many like it, made its way around the crowded streets of Canton.

The combination of lies, hope, and desperation caused thousands of young Chinese to mortgage their futures and board boats to “Gum Shan.” It was a dangerous gamble, but many probably had little to lose. Most had to work off the cost of their passage (between $30 and $50), and nearly all were told that it would be easy to accomplish once they reached the land of gold. By February 1849, according to Woodworth, 54 Chinese men and one Chinese woman had successfully crossed the Pacific. By the following January, his tally had climbed to 789 men and two women.17

Not much is known about any of the men. But one of the two women became both rich and famous. Her name was Ah Toy. Allegedly, she had to pay off a debt and pay for her passage by serving the Chinese male population as a prostitute. But once she got to San Francisco, she quickly attracted the attention of wealthy white men. As a result of their favors, she purchased her freedom and became the owner of two of the most profitable brothels in San Francisco, at 34 and 56 Pike Street, later Waverly Place and now Walter U. Lum Place, which she stocked with girls she bought and imported from China. For several years, Madam Ah Toy was one of the principal dealers in Chinese prostitutes throughout California. In addition, she operated a chain of saloons in San Francisco, Sacramento, and other boomtowns. Years later, she sold out and returned to China a wealthy woman. Only a precious few did as well in Gold Mountain as she did.18

         

As word of gold on the American River was making its way around the Pacific, the U.S. military dispatched several couriers to carry the message to Washington, D.C.

The first and most famous was Christopher “Kit” Carson. A thirty-nine-year-old Kentuckian who had been raised in Missouri, Carson had already gained fame as a mountain man and scout for John C. Frémont, the nation’s most celebrated explorer. Frémont, in his reports, had made much of Carson, his horsemanship, his marksmanship, his daring, his Indian fighting. Frémont even told how, when he fell into an ice-cold Sierra stream, Carson saved not only his life but also his precious rifle. Thanks to Frémont, Carson became a national folk hero, the epitome of the Wild West, the illiterate, quiet, unassuming, and plainspoken frontiersman with broad shoulders and a barrel chest and clear blue eyes.19

In May 1848, Carson’s military superiors gave him several letters about the discovery and a copy of The California Star to take to Washington. Saddling up in Los Angeles, he made his way to Santa Fe, his home in Taos, then on to Missouri, where he boarded a steamboat, and then on to Washington. He arrived there on August 2, after three months on the road. Along the way, newspapers made much of his presence but omitted mention of the gold, as did the Washington, D.C., Daily Union, when he arrived in the nation’s capital.

Also dispatched to Washington was the navy lieutenant Edward Fitzgerald “Ned” Beale. Sent on July 27, roughly three months after Carson, Beale went by way of Mexico, bearing some gold and the navy’s report to Secretary of State James Buchanan and Secretary of the Navy John Y. Mason. He arrived in Washington on September 18 and two days later had an audience with President James K. Polk. He told Polk about what Marshall had found. But Polk didn’t believe him.

In July, the acting military governor of California, Colonel Richard B. Mason, decided to heed the advice of his aide Lieutenant William Tecumseh Sherman that they go to the Sierras and “see with their own eyes” exactly what was happening. So, leaving Monterey, the two officers toured the gold country. They met with Sutter. They also encountered Sam Brannan, who as a “high priest” was busy collecting tithes from Mormon miners. The miners, in turn, were obviously finding gold. Upon returning to Monterey, Mason had Sherman draft a glowing report for him to sign. Calculating the value of the gold at $16 an ounce, the report claimed that men could earn more in a day than soldiers made in a month. It also predicted that gold from the Sierras would “pay the cost of the war with Mexico a hundred times over.” Along with the report, Sherman convinced Mason to send a tea caddy with over two hundred ounces of gold.20

Mason’s messenger, Lieutenant Lucien Loeser, left California on August 30, via Panama. Two weeks later Mason decided the news was too important to be entrusted to just one man. So he sent a second messenger, with a duplicate copy of the report, via Mexico. The second messenger arrived first, on November 22.

By this time, even President Polk had begun to believe that something important had occurred in California. The president, moreover, needed all the good news he could get. The war against Mexico had gone well militarily, but not politically. One army under General Zachary Taylor had invaded northern Mexico and scored a smashing victory over superior Mexican forces at Buena Vista. Another army under General Winfield Scott had captured Mexico City, the enemy capital. Still another army under Colonel Stephen Watts Kearny had taken Santa Fe and then California. The fighting had lasted hardly a year, cost the nation less than two thousand lives on the battlefield and some eleven thousand from disease, and made heroes by the dozen.

To Polk’s dismay, however, most of the glory fell to Whig generals, who were using the war to gain the presidency. Moreover, Whig newspapers and Whig politicians, while extolling the gallantry of Whig generals, had lambasted him for leading the nation into an unjust war. He indeed had pushed for war, claimed that Mexico had invaded Texas, shed American blood on American soil. But the documents he had provided Congress justifying his call for war hadn’t supported his interpretation of events. Dissent had been unrelenting. What, critics asked, was the president up to? What was his hidden agenda? Was the war just another subterfuge to expand slavery? In the House the fledging congressman Abraham Lincoln of Illinois had called on him to pinpoint where blood had first been shed—was it on American or Mexican soil? Indeed, Lincoln and others had treated him as a war criminal, and Horace Greeley of the New-York Tribune had labeled him the “Father of Lies.”

So it was fortuitous that just nine days before Mexico had been forced to sign the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which officially ended the war, a carpenter from New Jersey found several pieces of gold in the Mexican Cession. Polk on December 5 thus made the most of Mason’s report in his annual message to Congress, repeatedly emphasizing the “abundance of gold” and predicting that California and the other territories taken from Mexico would “add more to the strength and wealth of the nation” than any previous acquisitions. And two days later, when Loeser finally arrived, Polk put the gold, tea caddy and all, on display at the War Office.

By this time, people from all over the world were pouring into California. Some five thousand Mexicans had already marched across the Sonora to California. Thousands of Chileans and Peruvians had journeyed northward. Hawaiians and Tahitians had also come. So had dozens of British convicts, sentenced to labor in Australia. The word had even reached France, where within the year thirty-six ships would be outfitted and deliver some two thousand Frenchmen, and where Louis Napoleon, hoping to get rid of malcontents, would establish a national lottery and succeed in eliminating four thousand of his subjects.21 Above all, the Chinese came on the credit-ticket system, crossing the Pacific on clippers, often in as little as thirty days. Within five years, some forty thousand had arrived in San Francisco.

         

Polk’s message added to the hubbub and spurred thousands of his countrymen to join the rush to California. From mid-December to mid-January, sixty-one sailing vessels, averaging fifty passengers each, left New York, Boston, Salem, Norfolk, Philadelphia, and Baltimore for the gold region. Many more left New Orleans, Charleston, and other ports. In February 1849, another sixty ships set off from New York, seventy from Philadelphia and Boston, eleven from New Bedford. In Massachusetts alone, 124 gold rush companies were formed. And by year’s end, some eight hundred ships, barks, brigs, schooners, and steamers, carrying forty thousand passengers, left the East Coast for the gold country.22

Most initially went by way of Cape Horn. It was the old, established way. It was also the Massachusetts way. Boston and Salem seamen had been doing it for forty years. Handling transport for some six thousand migrants, all but 22 of the 124 Massachusetts companies chose to go around the Horn. To meet the demand, Boston and Salem merchants rapidly put together a fleet of old, patched-up whalers, schooners, brigs, and steamers. The largest was the Edward Everett, which weighed seven hundred tons and carried 150 passengers. The smallest was the schooner Toccao, which weighed twenty-eight tons and carried only 5 passengers.23

The trip was harrying. It was over well-charted water, but getting around the Horn was still the “dread of all mariners.” Lieutenant William Tecumseh Sherman, among others, learned that the hard way. In 1846–47, it took him 196 days to get to California. The New York Volunteers made better time, reaching California in 161 days. Not much had changed by 1849. The passengers on the Leonore were the luckiest. They got to California in 149 days, the fastest time yet recorded. More typical was the Edward Everett, which took 174 days. The 30 men who booked passage on the brig Pauline had no luck whatsoever. It took them 40 grueling days just to get around the Horn, and by the time they reached San Francisco, they had been at sea for 241 days.24

Nearly all the passengers were men with deep pockets. Women and children were a rarity, and on most ships the only poor men aboard were the members of the crew. The cost of a berth on every ship was steep, as much as most Americans made in a year, and on some ships more than they made in two or three years. To get onto a ship, a workingman thus had to have financial help from family and friends. Then he had to buy into one of the many gold rush companies that were formed. Usually called trading and mining companies, and sometimes mining and trading companies, they were generally run by men who knew a lot about trading, nothing about mining. The cost of joining was sometimes as low as $300, but more often $400, $500, $600, or $700, as the demand for passage ebbed and flowed. One Boston company, the North Western Trading and Mining Company, charged its members $1,000 each.25 Then, once the organizers collected enough money, they purchased a boat and supplies and hired a captain and crew, and off the company sailed.
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Advertisement, barque Emma Isidora. Courtesy, American Antiquarian Society.

In joining a company, the gold seeker also had to agree to abide by the company’s bylaws. One basic rule was to heed the dictates of the officers of the company, who were usually listed by name and title and sometimes elected by the members. Another was to regard the company as “a band of brothers” and to always back each member in a crisis. Still another was to behave “like a gentleman,” to act honorably, and to never partake in such shameful acts as drinking excessively, gambling, fighting, or frequenting prostitutes in South American ports. The latter prohibitions, in the judgment of one historian, probably were just boilerplate, written to reassure wives and loved ones back home.26

Whether boilerplate or not, the rules gave way quickly once the men hit the high seas. One company, which consisted of twenty-five Harvard men, paid no attention to the rules whatsoever. They treated the whole trip as a time to frolic. According to their own records, they drank excessively, fought frequently, and chased after prostitutes in Rio de Janeiro. Twelve of these hell-raisers managed to get themselves into serious trouble. Four missed the boat in Rio, and eight had a falling-out with the ship’s captain and were left behind. Only thirteen of the original twenty-five reached San Francisco.27

Other gold seekers reached San Francisco only because of their captain. That was true of passengers on a New York ship, the George Washington. While the boat was docked off the Brazilian coast, some thirty men went ashore, irritated the locals, and got into a drunken brawl. When it was over, two passengers were dead, one had a broken leg, and ten were wounded. The Brazilians suffered even heavier casualties, two dead and fourteen wounded. Some three thousand Brazilians then surrounded the rest of the passengers and wouldn’t let them go. Finally, three days later, the ship’s captain threatened to “resort to arms” and got their release.28

More often, when faced with unruly passengers, the captain simply left them to fend for themselves. The most famous incident of this sort involved not drunken men but a woman, one of the few to travel around the Horn in 1849. The woman was Eliza Farnham, a well-connected New Yorker who had written extensively on female superiority and had been the head of the women’s division at Sing Sing prison. In late 1848, Farnham learned that her husband had died in California and had left her a farm. She quickly decided to go to California with her two children and her maid. Then, while mulling over travel plans, she had an inspiration. What California needed, she surmised, was “real” women. The place was becoming a hellhole without them. So she created her own company, the California Association of American Women, and tried to recruit 130 “intelligent, virtuous and efficient” women “not under twenty-five years of age” to accompany her. The cost for each would be $250, a bargain price. Once in California, they would marry miners and thus civilize the place.29

To carry out this mission, Farnham had the help of some of New York’s leading reformers and politicians. Horace Greeley, the editor of the New-York Tribune, backed her. So did William Cullen Bryant, the editor of the New-York Evening Post, as did Henry Ward Beecher, the pastor of Brooklyn’s Plymouth Church. In all, thirteen prominent New Yorkers supported her undertaking. They, too, saw it as an opportunity to “accomplish some greater good.” Yet the only women she could get to go were three of her friends, and two of them were married.

Despite this failing, Farnham and her friends left New York in July 1849 on the ship Angelique. Once at sea, Farnham locked horns with the ship’s captain. Deeming him a brute, she refused to accept his authority and battled him constantly. When was he going to do something about the “dreadful quality” of the ship’s drinking water? Why did he allow his steward, “a lazy, lying, worthless creature” and “a mulatto” to boot, to take up with her maid? Who was to look out for her children? The battle continued around the Horn. Finally, when the ship docked in Valparaiso, the captain let her go ashore to find a replacement for her lovesick maid. Then off he sailed, taking with him her two children and leaving her “destitute, in a city of strangers.”30

Farnham’s friends predicted that the captain would pay for this treachery. They were wrong. Instead, her sad tale provided fodder for scores of barroom jokes—and a reminder that it was dangerous to run afoul of a sea captain.

         

In sailing around the Horn, Eliza Farnham, the Harvard men, and most trading and mining companies opted to take the old, established way to California. In 1849, however, there was another route that cut months off the total trip if all went well. Some six thousand gold seekers took it.
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Eliza Farnham, New York reformer. Courtesy of The New-York Historical Society.

That entailed taking a steamer from New York or New Orleans to the town of Chagres on the Atlantic side of the Isthmus of Panama, then traveling across sixty miles of land to reach the Pacific port of Panama City and catching another steamer to San Francisco. The total distance was about five thousand nautical miles, whereas the trip around the Horn was fourteen thousand nautical miles. With any luck, going by way of Panama cut travel time in half, maybe a third.31 In 1849, however, there was a major bottleneck. The steamers on the Atlantic side were both bigger and more plentiful than the ones on the Pacific. Thus getting to the isthmus was much easier than getting out the other side.

On the Atlantic side the major steamers belonged to George Law, a forty-three-year-old New Yorker who two years earlier had formed the U.S. Mail Steamship Company and taken over a federal contract from A. G. Sloo to provide biweekly mail service between New York, Havana, New Orleans, and Chagres. Under this contract, Law had to have five steamers, each of fifteen hundred tons, working the Caribbean. He did and was able to move about five hundred gold seekers per ship to Chagres. Once they got there, they never stayed long, for Chagres was much like a garbage dump, with rotting hides, bullocks’ heads, fish, cattle, and the remains of other animals lining the thresholds and interiors of huts and putrefying the damp, tropical air. “No one remained in Chagres more than one night, but at the risk of a malignant fever.”32

Once they got across the isthmus to the Pacific side, however, conditions improved dramatically. Panama City was “relatively healthy.” It was an old Spanish town known for its quaint church, narrow sun-shaded streets, cracking walls, mandolins and guitars, monkeys, bananas, cockfights, and bullfights. Unfortunately, finding a ship in Panama City for the last leg of the trip was a major problem. Sometimes the waiting list exceeded two thousand. The more fortunate stayed in hotels, on cots, ten to a room, at eight dollars per week. The less fortunate camped outside city walls.33 Ships that came up the coast were usually full, and the government’s contract with the Pacific mail carrier called for only three steamers, two weighing a thousand tons and one, six hundred tons.

These belonged to another New Yorker, William H. Aspinwall. One year younger than Law, Aspinwall looked and dressed like a typical Wall Street businessman. By nature, however, he was a riverboat gambler. He also had an uncanny knack for making the right bet at the right time. In the early 1840s, he talked his partners into backing a radically new design of clipper ship. That had paid off. And in November 1847, he did something that his fellow merchants considered even more radical. He purchased a contract to carry mail between Panama, San Francisco, and Oregon by steamship. How was he going to make money on this deal? No one thought he could—in 1847—and deemed the contract “Aspinwall’s folly.”34

Authorized and subsidized by Congress, the contract obligated Aspinwall and his partners to have three ships on their way to the Pacific in October 1848. By the time they got there, Panama City was packed with people who wanted to get to San Francisco. Three ships were not enough to handle the crowd that had poured through the isthmus. No one had anticipated that the quaint old Spanish town would suddenly become a boomtown, a jumping-off point for thousands who wanted to get to San Francisco. No one had anticipated that San Francisco, once a sleepy village, would suddenly become a major attraction.

Aspinwall’s “folly” thus became a gold mine. His three ships could only handle about three hundred passengers each. So while Law’s fleet was bringing about twenty-five hundred passengers to Chagres, Aspinwall on the other side had room to move out only about nine hundred. To make matters worse, the route north was not easy. A direct path was impossible because of the prevailing winds and currents that came down the coast. Ships therefore had to head out into the Pacific to about the longitude of the Hawaiian islands, and then catch a westerly and make their way to San Francisco. The time lag and lack of berths created a major bottleneck.35

Ticket prices thus surged. The original price was $250 for first cabin, $200 for lower cabin, $100 for steerage. But with scalping, steerage went as high as $1,000. So, in July 1849, Aspinwall jacked up his rates: $300 in cabin, $150 for steerage. He was well on his way to becoming one of the richest merchants in Manhattan.36

         

Among those who added their mite to Aspinwall’s fortune in the spring of 1849 was David Broderick. For him the long wait in Panama City was a nightmare. He suffered continually from a tropical fever, an unwanted souvenir of a night in Chagres. Accompanying Broderick was his future business partner, Frederick Kohler. At first glance the two men had little in common. At age twenty-nine Broderick was nine years younger than Kohler. He was also of Irish Catholic stock, while Kohler was of German descent. Kohler was a native New Yorker, having grown up on Staten Island, while Broderick had spent the first five years of his life in the District of Columbia, where his father, a stonecutter, had worked on the ornamentation of the Senate chamber. Broderick’s hands were gnarled from his years as a stonecutter and bouncer in New York saloons. Kohler had been a jeweler by trade.37

Broderick’s rough looks, however, were deceiving. He was a bookworm by nature. He had dropped out of school at age fourteen, on the death of his father, and helped support his mother and brother by apprenticing at a stonecutter’s yard on the corner of Washington and Barrow streets. But he continued to study on his own. He was also befriended by two men who more or less served as his tutors. One was Townsend Harris, a China importer and Tammany Hall member who opened his personal library to Broderick. He later relieved Broderick from the long hours of stonemasonry, finding him work as a saloon keeper, first at the Subterranean at age twenty, later at the Republican. From all reports, Broderick used the time well. He never drank; instead, he spent all his spare time poring over books. The other tutor was George Wilkes, a man with a gifted pen who later founded the National Police Gazette. To make ends meet, Wilkes often wrote and published “trash.” At heart, however, he was an intellectual and an insatiable reader of all the eminent authors of the day. He encouraged Broderick to broaden his reading habits, to master the great works of the English language, and to study political theory.38

Broderick, moreover, had known Kohler for years. Both were old New York firemen, Broderick as a member of Howard Engine Company No. 34 and Kohler as an assistant engineer of the New
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