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To Lynn







The planter, the farmer, the mechanic, and the laborer all know that their success depends upon their own industry and economy, and that they must not expect to become suddenly rich by the fruits of their toil.


—President Andrew Jackson, 1837



A frenzy seized my soul; piles of gold rose up before me at every step; castles of marble;… slaves bowing to my beck and call; virgins contending with each other for my love… in short, I had a very violent attack of the Gold Fever.


—James Carson, a soldier stationed in California, 1848










PROLOGUE

A BANDONED BY HIS COMPANIONS, starving, and trapped by snowstorms high in the Sierra Nevada, even a pathologically optimistic man like J. Goldsborough Bruff found himself fretting. He had thought he could outlast the cold and snow until a rescue party turned up, but months had passed. Now he could scarcely muster the strength to stumble in search of food.

Dinner one night had consisted of candles melted in a skillet, and, another night, boiled woodpecker. A few days later, Bruff found a half-decayed deer’s skull; the worms and bugs had left a bit of meat, and Bruff shared it with his faithful dog, a bull terrier named Nevada. (The scraps, Bruff conceded in his diary, “would have been, probably, in different circumstances, quite disgusting!”) That was breakfast on April 1, 1850. It marked a step up from another recent meal, coffee grounds with salt. To keep his spirits up, Bruff recited over and over, “I will soon have plenty to eat! Bread and meat, coffee and milk! A house to sleep in! An end of my sufferings!”

Back at home, he had entertained more extravagant fantasies. Bruff was an architectural draftsman from Washington, D.C., with a wife, a houseful of children, a secure job, and a thirst for adventure. In 1849, no one in the East could talk of anything but the gold strike in California. For weeks, Bruff listened and pondered and sat awake late at night studying guidebooks. Finally, his mind made up, he shoved his sharpened pencils aside. Soon he had organized a company of sixty-six men and seventeen mule-drawn wagons. The party sported dashing uniforms, new weapons, and a suitably imposing name.

On April 2, 1849, with Bruff at their head, the Washington City and California Mining Association marched to the White House to meet the president. Then they headed for California and a life of ease and luxury.

Almost exactly a year later, Bruff gathered his strength for a final attempt at escaping the mountains. Staggering his way, falling to the ground every few steps, he inched along. He ate the last of his candles. He gave the wick to Nevada.






PART I
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HOPE







CHAPTER ONE

A CRACK IN TIME

IN AMERICA IN THE mid-1800s, everyone knew that two laws governed the world. First, the path to success was long and difficult; the race was not to the swift but to the diligent, who collected their pennies day after day. Second, calamity came in countless guises and swooped down without warning. Jobs, savings, and homes could vanish overnight. In the Panic of 1837, a forerunner of the Great Depression, meat doubled in price; so did flour. Nearly half the banks in the country failed. President Martin Van Buren, who rejected any efforts by the government to ease the crisis as “effeminate indulgence,” came to be known as Martin Van Ruin. In eastern cities, one man in three was unemployed, and crowds of rioters shouted, “Bread! Bread! Bread!” Tens of thousands of hungry, homeless New Yorkers wandered the city’s streets.

Private disasters struck as broadly and haphazardly as public ones. In an age with no understanding of germs or bacteria or infection, disease ran unchecked. Doctors had little to offer their patients but kind words and dubious potions. Mothers and fathers watched helplessly as scarlet fever or whooping cough or measles picked off one of their children, and then another, and then another. Parents who had not seen a child die were unusually fortunate.

Amputations and other operations were ordeals that looked like scenes from Edgar Allan Poe. Surgeons operated in blood-soaked frock coats and, in the interest of speed, held their knives in their teeth as they switched between cutting and sawing. Every family had seen mishaps turn into calamities. In 1842 Henry Thoreau’s brother nicked himself while shaving; in a week lockjaw set in, and spasms and convulsions racked his body; in another three days he was dead. The powerful and prominent were as vulnerable as everyone else. William Henry Harrison, elected president in 1840, delivered a two-hour-long inaugural address on a cold, rainy day, without a coat. He caught pneumonia. The best doctors in the land bled him and blistered him and plied him with castor oil, opium, wine, and brandy. To no avail. Harrison died a month after taking office.

Sanitation was primitive, and diseases like dysentery reigned on a throne of filth. Cholera, the most feared killer of the age, cut down whole swathes of the population at a stroke. Like AIDS in the twentieth century, it seemed to come out of nowhere and to kill gruesomely and agonizingly, with a special taste for young and healthy victims. “King Cholera,” the nineteenth century called it, or sometimes simply “The Monster.” Victims were “one moment warm, palpitating, human organisms,” reported the London Medical Gazette, “the next a sort of galvanized corpses, with icy breath, stopped pulse, and blood congealed—blue, shrivelled up, convulsed.”

The cholera epidemic that hit the United States in 1832 gained strength all through the 1830s and ’40s. In Saint Louis, a major gathering spot for emigrants heading to California to find gold, cholera killed six thousand people in a single year, almost one-tenth the population. In response to the crisis, the government could only declare a national day of prayer “to implore the Almighty in His own good time to stay the destroying hand which is now lifted up against us.” People cowered in horror or fled in terror. Many victims had been healthy at breakfast and dead by dinner.

What no one in the 1840s knew—because no one had ever experienced such a thing—was that life-changing, fantastic-as-a-fairy-tale good news could arrive just as suddenly as disaster. Then, in December, 1848, came the most startling message imaginable. In far-off California, the president of the United States proclaimed, gold had fallen from the sky! Hesitant to believe at first, Americans eventually gathered their nerve and gave way to hope.

Most people had heard of fortunes won and lost, in commercial investments or in real estate speculation, but only a handful of wheeler-dealers played those heady games. For ordinary Americans, the ecstatic talk of gold and sudden riches was new and shocking and overwhelmingly exciting. They had dreamed and fantasized, of course, but those dreams had always been refuges from real life, not genuine possibilities. Now this!

We can hardly imagine their vulnerability. Today, we have been inoculated with cynicism; our forebears had far less experience of hopes raised sky-high and then dashed. In 1849, when headlines shouted “Gold fever!,” the epidemic roared through American cities and villages. Victims fell in droves. In households across the nation, and across the world, the same dreams beckoned and the same debates took place. Is it real? Can it be? Do we dare?

For us, it is inevitably a poignant story, for it is a tale of youthful hope and fervor. America itself was young, and so were most of the gold-seekers. We look at them with a mix of envy and condescension, like middle-aged wedding guests contemplating the unlined faces of an impossibly youthful bride and groom.

The goal in 1849 was not so much the prestige and visibility that a fortune would bring as the freedom that a fortune represented. Sometimes the dreamers spoke in flowery language. “Being a shoemaker,” one young man later recalled, “and ambitious to rise somewhat over the bench, it is no wonder that the discovery of gold in California excited my fancy and hopes; believing that the celebrated Golden Age had arrived at last… I joined a respectable company going to the promised land.”

Sometimes the language was heartbreakingly plain. “Jane i left you and them boys for no other reason than this to come here to procure a little property by the swet of my brow so that we could have a place of our own that i mite not be a dog for other people any longer.”

Always the message was the same: The world could change. Indeed, the world had changed. Farmers plodding behind a plow, like their fathers and their fathers’ fathers before them, could break free. Clerks locked inside an office, condemned to decades of copying wills and contracts, could win a future as bright as that of any planter’s son. At last, astonishingly, for once, there was a way out.

The story is set in America, and it is, in important aspects, the American story. Many of the great themes play out on center stage—the journey west in search of a better life; the collision between races and nationalities; the ingrained faith that tomorrow will vastly outshine today; the focus on material success; the omnipresent, taken-for-granted violence; the proud belief that America is the land of the self-made man who rises by virtue of luck and pluck rather than blood or birth.

In the sense that California is like the rest of America, only more so, the gold rush is the American story, only more so.

The news of California’s gold, free for all, arrived unbidden in a world that could scarcely make sense of it. America had its rich men in 1848, though they were rare. (A new word, “millionaire,” had crept into the language a few years before, to describe the handful of fur barons and real estate tycoons at the peak of the economic pyramid. In the 1840s New York City was home to about ten of these exotic creatures.)* Few who were not born to wealth would ever attain it.

In the mid-nineteenth century, most Americans worked twelve hours a day, six days a week. Life was hemmed in and hard. A factory girl in a cotton mill might earn $2.50 for her seventy-two-hour week, a cook in a restaurant perhaps $2 a day, a ditchdigger $1. In a society still dominated by agriculture, most boys and men labored in the fields, and girls and women cooked, cleaned, and looked after the children. Young men and women who fled home in search of independence and opportunity often found work in mills or factories. A fortunate few made it into offices, where the work was likely just as dull but better paid and less dangerous.

In its early, preindustrial years, American life had inched its way along. When the nation’s first newspaper was founded, in 1690, the publisher promised his readers that his paper would be “furnished once a month (or if any Glut of occurrences happen, oftener).” But the first half of the nineteenth century was an era of enormous progress, the newfangled locomotive roaring down the track its perfect emblem. In 1830 the United States had only twenty miles of track; by 1836 that number had soared to twelve hundred miles. The clang of sledgehammer on railroad spikes rang out in countless fields and valleys that once had known only birdsong. Workmen cleared thousands of miles of roads and carved a vast network of canals. Trains sped between cities, telegraphs flashed news bulletins across hundreds of miles, and flickering gaslights brightened the streets. Posh hotels and wealthy homes boasted indoor plumbing and central heating.

The new nation itself, in the meantime, had grown at a rate scarcely known in history, doubling in size with the Louisiana Purchase in 1803, and then, in the 1840s, tacking on another million-plus square miles in the West and Northwest. A country that at its birth had clung to the Atlantic Seaboard now sprawled across a continent. The population had skyrocketed, too, doubling every two decades and pushing ever westward. The economy had grown even faster than that (though the rich gained ground faster than the poor).

The gold rush took that energy and multiplied it many times over, jamming into a few years events that might have unrolled over the course of decades. In 1848, San Francisco’s population numbered a mere 812. By 1851, that village had grown into a rollicking city of thirty thousand, clamorous with the growl and lilt of a dozen languages. “I am among the French and Dutch and Scotch and Jews and Italians and Swedes and Chinese and Indians and all manner of tongues and nations,” one new arrival marveled in a letter home.

Change in the 1840s was most visible in New York City, already the biggest city in the United States, and a raucous, filthy, thrilling hybrid of a medieval village and a modern metropolis. Life played out at high speed and high volume—thousands of horse-drawn wagons with iron-rimmed wheels clattered down stone streets, newsboys shouted out headlines promising gore and scandal, pigs squealed, street vendors hawked apples, nuts, eels, and oysters. The subway and Central Park and the Brooklyn Bridge were still decades in the future, but Wall Street and Broadway and Fifth Avenue were already famous. Businessmen hurtled along, elbows churning, intent on the next deal. “A New York merchant,” one visitor wrote, “always walks as if he had a good dinner before him, and a bailiff behind him.”

Some canny entrepreneurs made fortunes by creating refuges from the chaos. In 1846, on Broadway, Alexander Stewart opened the nation’s first department store, a five-story, marble-clad temple to commerce. Light spilled in through plate-glass windows and a domed skylight, caressing two acres of carefully arranged merchandise. Customers marveled at another innovation—all Stewart’s goods carried “regular and uniform prices,” fixed in advance. In this elegant new bazaar, no one bargained or haggled. Clerks by the dozen stood ready to offer quiet help. Meanwhile, hotels competed to outpamper their clients. Restaurants popped up by the hundreds. The most expensive offered refinements of breathtaking elegance—individual tables, tablecloths, and, most startlingly, menus. In a world of boardinghouses and communal meals, this was splendor.

But not everyone had a place at the feast, and even some who did found their appetites sharpened rather than satisfied by the endless talk of ever-advancing prosperity. (“A few are riding,” Thoreau snapped bitterly, “but the rest are run over.”) By history’s calendar, these transformations took place at lightning speed; but men and women lived day to day or week to week, not generation to generation. They yearned for change, they heard of change all around them, but they did not know if they could find a way to change their own lives.

For black Americans in particular, change seemed not the impossible-to-miss theme of the age but a hoax or a pipe dream. It was slavery, above all other factors, that marked the world of the mid-1800s as unthinkably different from our own. America just before the Civil War was a land in which nearly four million people lived in bondage. In South Carolina and Mississippi, over half the population was in chains.

Behind every such statistic lay a multitude of anguished lives. In April, 1854, in Charlottesville, Virginia, the owners of a seventeen-year-old slave girl named Frances gave her a letter to deliver to a business firm in Richmond. (Frances could not read.) “She does not know that she is to be sold,” the note explained. “I could not tell her; I own all her family, and the leave-taking would be so distressing that I could not. Please say to her that that was my reason, and that I was compelled to sell her to pay for the horses that I have bought… and to build my stable. I believe I have said all that is necessary, but I am so nervous that I hardly know what I have written.”

Life for whites was vastly better than that, but even for most of them, the sight of progress all around served mainly as a reminder of what they did not yet have. “I have followed that plow more miles than any one man ever did,” one Connecticut farmer lamented, and his counterparts in the nation’s cities felt their own version of the same anguish.

In New York, in 1844, tailors went on strike to demand a pay raise, to seventy-five cents a day, for their ten to fifteen hours of work. (After five weeks, they won the raise.) In Nashville, Tennessee, in 1847, carpenters called for a shorter working day, a mere ten hours. “We are flesh and blood, we need hours of recreation,” they implored. “… Shall we live and die knowing nothing but the rudiments of our trade?” New York swarmed with beggars and ragpickers who scavenged garbage heaps for anything salvageable, or edible. Hot-corn girls worked the crowds, calling out their melancholy singsong:


Hot corn! Hot corn!

Here’s your lily-white corn.

All you that’s got money

Poor me that’s got none—

Buy me lily-white corn

And let me go home.



This was a society with scarcely any safety nets. “In 1840,” the historian Andrew Delbanco observed, “the horse pulling a rich man’s carriage down Broadway could expect to sleep that night in better quarters than the man who knocks on the carriage door begging for a coin.” To fall sick or get hurt or lose a job was to plummet from a tightrope into an abyss. In such a fast-growing, fast-changing economy, new opportunities constantly arose and old certainties fell apart. In the long run, American ingenuity would enrich the world, and improvements in the plow, the sewing machine, and the steam engine would create jobs, not destroy them. In the short run, the price of wheat or whale oil could fall; new ways of stitching shoes or mining coal or printing news could render old skills instantly obsolete; lone craftsmen could be steamrolled by giant mills employing squadrons of low-paid factory girls.

In this precarious world, fear tended to overshadow hope. The message that each generation tried to drum into the heads of the next was to make peace with the grim facts of reality. “All communities divide themselves into the few and the many,” Alexander Hamilton had written at the time of America’s birth. The few were “rich and well born,” and the many “the mass of the people.” So it had always been; so it would always be. Who could dispute so plain a truth? The path of wisdom was not to shake one’s fist against fate but to accommodate oneself to it. Through repetition and familiarity, old maxims had long since taken on the power of incantations. Work hard. Save your money. Pray for the best. Dreams were a foolish indulgence, distractions in a dangerous world. Dreams of riches were the most foolish of all.

Especially riches pulled from the ground. Two-thirds of all American workers labored on farms, with sweat and muscle the only fuels. “There was no quittin’ time and no startin’ time,” a folk proverb declared. “It was all the time.” The ancient decree still held: “In the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread, till thou return unto the ground.” Such was man’s lot. Many could not imagine an alternative.

But it had always been hard to banish hope altogether. Though everyone recognized that life was a grim affair best taken one wary step at a time, that was hard to accept. Consolation came in small distractions, akin to purchases of lottery tickets today. In colonial times so many people had spent their time searching for pirates’ buried treasure that Benjamin Franklin wrote an essay rebuking them. The way to wealth, he insisted, was to pile coin on coin, steadily and patiently. The earth offered a living, but it was a hard, grudging living. Franklin told a story of a wise father who had given his son a parcel of land: “ ‘I assure thee I have found a considerable quantity of gold by digging there; thee mayst do the same. But thee must carefully observe this, Never to dig more than plow deep.’ ”

Now the president had announced that Ben Franklin had it all wrong.
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Americans had been moving west, in short hops and long jumps, for generations. “If hell lay to the west,” the saying went, “Americans would cross heaven to get there.” Most of those early settlers had been small farmers seeking better land or bigger holdings than a man could find in the more crowded East. Their new farms looked just like the old ones. So did the new towns that sprung up around them.

That familiarity was the point. These transplanted families hoped to find, in one historian’s summary, “not a totally new life but a better old one.” The gold-seekers stood that familiar ambition on its head. They’d had enough of the old ways. More than anything else, they wanted a totally new life.

Nor was this the only way in which the gold-seekers differed from nearly all the Americans who had ventured west before them. They intended to go thousands of miles farther, for starters. And those earlier travelers had been family men with wives and children in tow, most of them, or else mountain men and trappers, solitary adventurers unfazed by Rocky Mountain snowstorms and desert treks.

The gold-seekers belonged to neither camp. Many had never ventured away from streetcars and gaslights. Most were young, single, inexperienced men, the vast majority still in their twenties or thirties. Their “toil had heretofore consisted,” one of them wrote, “in running up a column of figures or counting bankbills.”

In an era of dollar-a-day incomes, those who went west before 1848 had hoped simply to prosper as farmers. A few had made it all the way to California before anyone had ever heard of gold. Then the throngs arrived, and the farmers stared at the newcomers in disbelief, as dumbfounded by the commotion as time travelers. “My little girls can make from 5 to 25 dollars washing gold in pans,” wrote one of these astonished emigrants, a Missouri man named M. T. McClellan. “My average income this winter will be about $150 per day, and if I should strike a good lead it will be a great deal more.”

Letters like that one, to a hometown friend, carried enormous weight. This was eyewitness testimony, and utterly specific. “You know James M. Harlin,” McClellan went on. “He has just bought a Mexican ranch, for which he has paid in gold $12,000.” Nor was that all. “Jesse Beasley is said to be worth at least $40,000.… You know Bryant, a carpenter, who used to work for Ebenezer Dixon; he has dug out more gold in the last six months than a mule can pack.” Harlin’s ranch cost a sum that would have taken a ditchdigger back home almost thirty-three years to accrue, even if he’d had no other expenses during those decades. And he had made the money like that.

The new arrivals not only passed along these astounding stories but vouched for them with the most solemn oaths they could summon. “The above account and description of matters and things will seem strange to you,” McClellan concluded, “but, sir, if you believe Divine Revelations or the sacred truths of Holy Writ, you can believe this statement.”

Those first settlers had hoped to stay in one spot and cultivate the land for generations. The gold-seekers wanted to snatch a fortune from the ground and then hurry back home. That was a crucial difference. But it was the sheer size of the gold rush, above all, that set it apart from anything the world had seen since the Crusades. The rush was colossal. In 1849, some ninety thousand young men swarmed to the goldfields (two-thirds of them were American); in 1850, nearly as many more elbowed their way into the scrum, and the throngs kept coming all through the early 1850s. Even if for the moment we focus only on the Americans and not on the crowds from around the world, this was an immense volunteer army, all of them racing toward a goal none of them had ever seen.

In the four years from 1849 through 1852, more than 1 percent of the American population moved to California. To put that number in terms of today’s population, picture three million young Americans giving up their jobs, leaving their families, and rushing off to a barely known destination thousands of miles away. Picture them on foot—though few of them had ever slept under the stars—or on shipboard—though few had ever ventured out of sight of land—and all racing headlong to, say, the most distant, least-known corner of South America.

All this was out of the blue. Despite the advent of the train and the steamship, most Americans in the 1840s lived their entire lives inside a tiny circle centered on their hometown. Sailors and whalers aside, a man who had ventured a hundred miles from home was a traveler with tales to tell. For nearly everyone, California was more a name than an actual place, an exotic, half-unreal locale like China or Egypt. It was a name, moreover, that conjured up not simply the West but the farthest edge of the West. That made for extra allure and for a shiver of excitement, too.

In American history, “the West” has always been a moving target. The West began where towns ended and danger began. One worried father in colonial days sent his daughter off to visit relatives who lived fifteen miles away, near Boston. “I did greatly fear for Abigail’s safety, as she is gone into Duxbury,” he wrote in his diary. “It is her first journey into the West, and I shall pray mightily for her early return.”

By the early 1800s the boundary had moved to today’s Midwest. (When the New York editor Horace Greeley famously advised young men to “go West,” in 1838, he had in mind not empty deserts and soaring mountains but the lush farmland of Ohio and Illinois.) By 1849 the line had shifted to the western borders of Missouri and Iowa. Cross the Missouri River at Saint Joseph, Missouri, or Council Bluffs, Iowa, and you had entered the West.

California sat at the distant edge of that mysterious and still poorly mapped expanse. (The name “California” came from a Spanish novel, published in 1510, about a faraway land “abounding with gold and precious stones.”) Since the mid-1700s it had belonged to Spain and then, since 1821, to Mexico. Neither country had managed to lure many of its citizens to settle the new territory; Mexico, in desperation, had briefly tried sending off convicts as unwilling immigrants. In 1848, California’s non-Indian population totaled only fifteen thousand, about one person for every ten square miles. The Indian population was ten times as large.

It was not until 1841 that the first group of emigrants traveled overland to what would someday be known as the Golden State, and not until 1845 that the first wagons managed to cross the Sierra Nevada. In 1848 the number who made the overland trip was only four hundred. Those few travelers inching across a vast continent were, in one historian’s words, “as lonely as men left swimming in mid-ocean from a sunken ship.”

Then came news of California’s gold. One awed ’49er looked at the hordes of dreamers all around him. “There seemed to be an unending stream of emigrant trains,” William Johnston wrote, in present-day eastern Kansas. “It was a sight which, once seen, can never be forgotten; it seemed as if the whole family of man had set its face westward.”

The soon-to-be-rich ran from merchant to merchant outfitting themselves with necessities for the journey. They weighed themselves down with cumbersome contraptions like the “Archimedes Gold Washing Machine” and the “California Gold Finder.” A group of gold-seekers from France bought up a supply of rakes, for the men, and silver tongs, for their wives. The men planned to rake gold nuggets out of the rivers, leaving the flakes and dust behind for those content with such small prizes. The wives, in the meantime, would perch atop stools embroidered in silk and pluck bits of gold from gravel-filled china dishes.

A Rochester, New York, man hired a clairvoyant to accompany him to California, so he could use his partner’s psychic powers to learn where the gold lay hidden. In Indiana, buyers lined up for a special salve called “California Gold Grease” that guaranteed a lifetime of wealth. All a man had to do was climb to the top of a hill in gold country, rub his body with the magical ointment, and roll downhill. By the time he reached the bottom and scraped himself clean, he would have a fortune to last the rest of his days. Ten dollars a box.

A young gold-seeker from Ohio put the universal thought into plain words: “The rich for many years have had chances for filling their pockets. Let the poor now have a chance.” Nor was it only the young and adventurous who succumbed. Many who were too old or too staid to set out on a long, dangerous journey did the next-best thing—they backed a young miner, or a dozen, in return for a share of the enormous profits certain to come their way.

A week before the gold news hit, a young man seeking a ten-dollar loan would have been slapped down for his extravagance. Now, when he needed $750 or $1,000 for the overland trip or a sea voyage, no one blinked. “The United States was not a rich country in the latter 1840s,” the historian Oscar Lewis observed, but “it was absurd to count costs when a sure fortune awaited whoever could contrive to reach the gold fields in the van of the stampede.”

The prospect of repaying those loans spurred not anxiety but fantasies of a glorious homecoming. The case of a young Pittsburgh man named George Barclay was more or less typical. Barclay set out with provisions and funds provided by his banker uncle, who also provided several wooden kegs bound with iron hoops. The plan was that he would repay his uncle by returning the kegs filled with gold dust.

If the gold-seekers hesitated, the hardship that preyed on their minds was not failure—for who could imagine returning empty-handed from a land of plenty?—but loneliness and exile. To travel to California and then to dig up a fortune and travel home again would take two or three years at least, and quite possibly five or six. “What makes you think I won’t return, / With lots of gold to adorn you?” one song asked, “Dry up your tears and do not mourn, / There’s wealth in California.”

While sweethearts wept, parents and clergymen scolded. To leave behind the “wholesome restraints of New England Society” and head to the goldfields, Elisha Cleaveland warned the young men in his New Haven, Connecticut, congregation, would be to join “the filth and scum of society” who had “poured in there to seethe and ferment into one putrid mass of unmitigated depravity.” Perhaps the Yale students who made up most of Cleaveland’s audience cowered at the thought of participating in such wild goings-on.

But then, on this January morning in 1849, Cleaveland went on to put the case against gold fever in such a way as to make sure that no one heeded a single cautionary word of his sermon. Temptation was natural, Cleaveland conceded, when “within our borders [was] a tract of country larger than New England, underlaid, we know not how deep, with pure gold.” The gold could be “sifted in immense quantities, from the sands of the rivers, or picked from the rocks, or gathered from the surface of the ground… free to all as the air we breathe.”

Parents railed against their children for their foolishness—and this in an era when the young traditionally deferred to their elders. Why did they believe there were shortcuts to wealth? Had anyone ever seen such a thing? And what of family responsibility? Who would make up the income these wayward sons had brought in, or do the work they proposed to neglect? What if the dream-dazed wanderers never returned—what would become of their parents when they grew old, with no one to care for them? And even if the gold-seekers did come home, there might be no reunion. California was on the other side of the world. Few people lived into their seventies or eighties; to return after a long absence, it was universally understood, would likely mean coming home too late.

In December, 1848, a young man living in New York City wrote a letter to his sister in Maine, trying out the argument he planned to make to his father. “You know that I am in the prime of life—a good constitution, know how to shovel, can live in a log house or a tent, and build one, too. You know that I always had a desire to travel, to see something of the world. Now, when shall I ever have a better chance?

“I can hardly make a living here,” he went on. “We have no capital to carry on business with and it will be a long time before we can get a start. Labor is capital out there.” A man who could work could grow rich! “I have looked at my chance here and I have made up my mind to go, and I am going if I have to go out as a common sailor.” One month later, twenty-three-year-old Franklin Buck was on a ship for California.

The to-go-or-not-to-go conflict pitted not only wary fathers against eager sons but two deeply held beliefs against each other. One was the age-old fear that the world punishes its dreamers, the other the new American gospel that people shaped their own destiny. Was it better to hunker down so as not to tempt fate or to rise up and grab fate by its scrawny neck?

The waverings of a young Vermont couple, Alfred and Chastina Rix, highlight the difficulties of the decision. Both Rixes were schoolteachers in their early twenties. Alfred was square jawed and earnest in appearance, the kind of wholesome young man who, in the popular fiction of the day, was perpetually reviving fainting ladies. Chastina was small and plain, frail looking but feisty and independent minded, more than willing to join the men’s debate over such news as the Fugitive Slave Act (both Dixes were vehement abolitionists). They had married in July, 1849, when talk of gold was universal. But life in Vermont was far more taken up with toil than talk. When the number of pupils in their school fell perilously low, Alfred took a second job as a traveling salesman. A baby came along. “We are rather poor now days,” Chastina wrote in the diary that she and Alfred kept together. The Rixes stayed in Vermont throughout 1849 but watched one neighbor after another head to California. They lent money to one friend, who headed off “all in a puff for California.”

Reluctantly, they stayed put. “Cook, cook, cook, & eat is my business,” Chastina wrote bitterly in 1850. “I am just about tired out.” In the same diary entry, perhaps significantly, she found time for a brief mention of the friend in California to whom they had loaned money. “Heard from Hale. He is well.” Did the curtness of that remark tell a story? Alfred sounded just as irritable and exasperated, worn out by the “stale” wisdom he heard incessantly from the respectable, dull old men of Peacham. They wanted nothing more, he complained, than for “the youth who has just come to the age of feeling & excitability” to bury his dreams and settle down “with a lot of old hard-hearted hypocrites.”

Could he bear that cramped fate? Over the course of the next year Alfred worked up his nerve. “A man with gumption goes by it [i.e., goes for it],” he wrote, “one without any goes where his father did.” Finally, in 1851, Alfred and two of his brothers, along with a brother of Chastina’s, set out to go where their fathers had never been. Chastina stayed behind with the baby, resolved to come out to California as soon as the infant was old enough to travel.
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For the rest of their lives, men and women would remember where they had been when they first heard that the world had turned upside down. “One June morning [in 1848] when I was a boy,” a gold-seeker named Prentice Mulford recalled decades later, “Captain Eben Latham came to our house, and the first gossip he unloaded was that ‘them stories about finding gold in Californy was all true.’ That was the first report I heard from California.”

Mulford lived in Sag Harbor, New York, in those days a whaling village. In the young boy’s eyes, the old ship’s captain was an almost mythological figure, and his newest story seemed every bit as thrilling as his other swashbuckling yarns. “Old Eben had been a man of the sea; was once captured by a pirate, and when he told the story, which he did once a week, he concluded by rolling up his trousers and showing the bullet-scars he had received.”

Now young Prentice Mulford and old Eben Latham, and everyone else, found themselves swept up in a saga of their own. “All the old retired whaling captains wanted to go, and most of them did go,” Mulford wrote. “All the spruce young men of the place wanted to go. Companies were formed, and there was much serious drawing up of constitutions and by-laws for their regulation.”

To venture to the end of the earth was to take a monumental gamble. But as more and more people made up their minds to set off for the goldfields, a decision to stay at home came to seem less a display of prudence than a stubborn, almost perverse refusal to hold out your hands when the sky was raining money.

The gold rush offered something for everyone. If you were stuck, you could get free. If you were already moving fast, you could move even faster. If you were a hard worker, what could be better than to work where the reward was buried treasure? If you had an entrepreneurial eye, where better to cash in than in a land of strivers, many of whom would have pockets stuffed with money?

If you craved adventure, this would be an adventure like no other. If you yearned for security, you could set yourself up for a lifetime. If you were on your own and independent, what better time to pick up and go? If you had a family and responsibilities, how better to meet your obligations than by riding home in a wagon full of gold?

And what were the obstacles? The trip would be long and difficult, true, but sailors made longer voyages, and a handful of resourceful emigrants had recently proved that the overland route was doable, too. Barely doable, perhaps, but a dash of danger made the notion all the more enticing, in a Boy’s Own Adventure way.

In any case, what was the alternative? The Panic of 1837 had proved that the world might collapse without warning, but no one had quite decided on the moral of that story. Was the lesson to lie low, in fear of the next economic blast? The cautious and the elderly might say so, and they did, but the nation was young, and the clamor of eager, impatient voices drowned out the bleak lectures and the dark warnings.*

America in the 1800s was not merely young but young in a double sense. The nation itself had been born almost within living memory, and its citizens were young, too. Take every American in 1850 and arrange them all in a colossal line from youngest to oldest, and the person at the midway point—the typical American—would have been just under nineteen years old. Today, that median American would be nearly twice as old, a shade past thirty-five.

Many of those young strivers felt certain that when an opportunity came along, you grabbed it with both hands. And this was an opportunity like no other, ever. “What would you do,” asks Gary Kurutz, one of the deans of gold rush history, “if you were a young man today? What would you do if somebody came along and said there was a place you could go and you’d make $10,000 a day, tax-free?

“Well, you can see why there was a stampede to California. The idea was that in one season you’d harvest enough gold to take care of yourself and your family”—here Kurutz’s voice rises in high-pitched incredulity—“for the rest of your life. You’d be a fool not to go.”







CHAPTER TWO

“I BELIEVE I HAVE FOUND A GOLD MINE!”

WHEN AMERICA LOST ITS mind in 1849, and then the rest of the world did, too, the temptation among the historically minded was to think of other examples of mass madness. In the tulip mania of the 1600s in Holland, these skeptics pointed out, men spent more on a single bulb than it would have cost to buy the grandest house in Amsterdam. And that was far from the only economic frenzy the world had seen before the Sierra beckoned.

Today we think of more recent debacles. In the Internet bubble, around 1999, companies that had never earned a penny raised hundreds of millions in stock offerings and then went bust. In the real estate bubble of the early 2000s, Americans convinced themselves that housing prices would climb forever. Anyone could trade up from an ordinary suburban home to a turret-sprouting mansion, it seemed, or buy that mansion for next to nothing down.

But those comparisons do not apply, except in the sense that the world did go mad when the gold news broke. Unlike dot-coms built on pipe dreams, California’s gold was real and tangible. Unlike mansions built for imaginary buyers, gold had a ready market. Unlike shares in exotic new companies or suddenly-in-reach new houses, whose value was a matter of guesswork, the value of gold was fixed and settled and public.

The gold rush was not a bubble. California’s reality outshone even the most overheated fantasies. In 1849 alone, miners dug up seventeen tons of gold. Every pebble in that golden mountain had guaranteed value—$20.67 an ounce in the United States, backed by the federal government—and a similar value around the world. Over the course of the 1850s, miners would unearth a trove of gold worth, in today’s money, $12 billion.

The problem with gold had never been that it was merely a fad—mankind had craved gold since before the dawn of writing—but that it was so hard to find. And now it wasn’t.

“Neither moth nor rust devoureth it,” wrote the Greek poet Pindar, twenty-five centuries ago, “but the mind of man is devoured by this supreme possession.” Today gold is used, in tiny amounts, in cameras, phones, and computers, but for most everyday purposes it is too expensive for anything but jewelry.* The result is that gold is never “used up,” in the sense that a piece of firewood or a lump of coal is transformed unrecognizably.

Virtually all the gold ever mined can still be found today, perhaps changed in shape but always unmistakably itself. Gold from a goblet that Caesar raised to his lips may now dangle from the ears of a young girl dressing for her prom or glint from the front tooth of a rap star. The very gold that launched the worldwide rush to California can be examined today, at the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, D.C., almost as if one could look at a court artist’s portrait of Helen of Troy. “San Francisco, 1848,” the label reads. “This paper contains the first piece of gold ever discovered in the northern part of Upper California.”

It is a strange thing, this combination of uselessness and mad desirability. What object other than gold do we covet for such unfathomable reasons? We gaze at The Girl with a Pearl Earring and marvel at how Vermeer conjured up beauty from a badger-hair brush and a few hand-ground pigments; we see a jet engine and recognize its power; we look at Lincoln’s bloody shirt and feel the tug of history. But how to account for the allure of gold? No less a financial wizard than Warren Buffett proclaimed himself baffled. “Gold gets dug out of the ground in Africa, or someplace. Then we melt it down, dig another hole, bury it again and pay people to stand around guarding it. It has no utility. Anyone watching from Mars would be scratching their head.”

For the craftsman, gold’s softness and workability are the properties that set it apart. Gold is so malleable that a lump the size of a sugar cube can be beaten into a sheet a hundred feet square. This is gold leaf, beloved of artisans since ancient times. Thin enough to see through, a golden stack five hundred leaves high would be only as tall as a single sheet of aluminum foil. And even at this next-to-nothing thinness, gold will remain forever unchanged by air, water, or nearly any acid.

But it was gold’s weight, not its softness, that made the gold rush possible. Gold is nearly twice as dense as lead. If a basketball were solid gold, it would weigh more than three hundred pounds, and only a titan could pick it off the floor. In a river, that heaviness makes all the difference.

Since gold is rare, no one would ever find it if it were scattered randomly, a grain here and a grain there. It is, in fact, absurdly rare, a needle in a field of haystacks. Gather up a billion atoms at random from the earth’s crust, the geologist Keith Meldahl explains, and only five would be gold. (By way of comparison with more common elements, a billion atoms of crust picked at random would include 470,000 atoms of oxygen and 45,000 of iron.) To find enough gold for one wedding ring, you would have to sift through two hundred tons of dirt.

In California and a handful of other places around the globe, nature has contrived to gather and concentrate those few atoms in the form of flakes and nuggets. The action takes place deep underground, over the course of eons, and the geologic tumult plays out in different ways in different locales. Beneath what would someday be California, plates collided, and the ground cracked, and plumes of superheated, mineral-rich water coursed their way upward through the fractures. What remained were newly lifted mountain ranges striped with quartz veins snaking their way along, mile upon mile. In those stone veins was gold.

Ever so gradually, weather and water ate into those mountainsides and those veins. Bits of gold-bearing rock washed downhill and tumbled into rivers. Those rocks clicked and tapped against other rocks. Eventually—not always, but often—the brittle quartz casing chipped away, freeing the gold within.

Now gold’s weight came into play. Gold in a river settles out wherever the current slows, precisely because gold is so heavy. In swirling eddies or quiet spots on the sheltered side of rocks and boulders, the river sheds its burden of golden flakes and grains while still propelling along its load of much-lighter sand and gravel. Day after day, year after year, the river runs its course, and bits of dense, bright gold sink to the riverbed. Someday, perhaps, a grizzled man will shout “Eureka!”

Gold had always belonged to kings and emperors. Those who owned it lived splendid, pampered lives; those who mined it labored their lives away for the benefit of others, scarcely better off than slaves. Those were simple, brutal, eternal facts, as much a part of gold’s essence as its color or its weight.

One historian writing before the time of Christ described gold mining in ancient Egypt. Slaves worked the underground mines, wrote Diodorus of Sicily, dragging their shackles behind them. Guards hovered nearby, and to rule out even the possibility of a conspiracy, guards were matched with prisoners whose language they did not speak. No mercy was shown the sick or injured or old, or women. All were worked without letup “until through ill-treatment they die in the midst of their tortures.”

Matters had improved only marginally through the ages. Just before the discovery of California’s gold, most of the world’s gold came from Siberia. The harsh landscape, the bitter cold, and the brutal working conditions had almost nothing in common with sun-baked California. Siberia’s miners were not free men hoping to make themselves a fortune but, for the most part, prisoners who had been banished for minor offenses. They worked fourteen hours a day, from five in the morning to eight in the evening every day but Sunday, for tiny wages. Police and Cossacks patrolled the mines; secret police spied on would-be thieves.

The czar, a world away in Saint Petersburg, owned the mines outright or imposed stiff taxes on their wealthy proprietors. Theirs was a good business even so. One dazzled visitor, in 1845, reported on the luxuries with which a Siberian mine owner could ease his isolation. Servants produced “on a plate of Japanese porcelain, oranges imported from Marseilles or from Messina.” Costly wines and “inexhaustible springs of champagne” flowed at every meal.

But no one owned California’s gold.
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The first to race to the goldfields were those who happened to be standing nearest the starting gun. But even these fortunate few dawdled before they ran, sure that the big talk would soon prove empty. No one would have guessed, early on, that the discovery of gold at Sutter’s mill would eventually take on the tone of legend. Today the story is as encrusted with myth as the Pilgrims’ first Thanksgiving or Paul Revere’s ride. By most accounts, it was the morning of January 24, 1848, when a moody, oddball carpenter named James Marshall muttered a phrase destined to become famous. “Boys, by God, I believe I have found a gold mine!”

Marshall’s “boys” were a work crew, mostly Mormon, building a sawmill on the American River about forty miles from what would one day be Sacramento. Marshall, a skilled and versatile workman despite his peculiar ways, was the foreman on the job. Work had reached a point where the next task was to divert a stream of water from the river so that it would drive the mill’s waterwheel. Marshall’s focus was the water itself, rather than anything within it. But as he described his discovery later, on one January day he happened to notice a tiny, yellowish pebble lying a foot deep in rushing water. He snatched up the nubbin—about the size of a pencil eraser—and stared at it. Could it be? Marshall knew little about gold, but he knew that it was soft rather than brittle. He set the gleaming pebble down carefully on a flat rock, picked up another rock, and delivered a sharp blow. The tiny nugget flattened a bit, like a lump of clay squeezed between thumb and forefinger, but it did not crack. Marshall ran to find his co-workers.

One of those men left his own account of the discovery. Henry Bigler recalled seeing Marshall run up, a smile plastered on his face and his battered, white hat cradled in his hands. Marshall blurted out that he’d found gold. The men gathered around. Marshall carefully set his hat down. There, in a small dent poked in the crown, sat a few golden pebbles. One of the men reached into his pocket and withdrew a five-dollar gold coin. The others looked back and forth, comparing coin and golden bits. Not exactly alike, they concluded, but close enough.

That night Bigler scrawled an entry in his diary: “Monday 24th this day some kind of mettle was found in the tail race that looks like goald, first discovered by James Martial the Boss of the Mill.”

Remarkably, Marshall’s men stuck mostly to their assigned jobs over the next few weeks, despite the discovery. (They feared the find would amount to only a few scattered flakes.) In their spare time the most optimistic scoured the river up and down. Bigler, in particular, confessed that he had “gold badly on the brain.” He took to dodging his workmates and sneaking off to the ice-cold American River. There he crouched for hours, in February, in the rain and snow, naked and shivering in the river and poking bits of gold out of crevices in the rocks with his knife.

The man best positioned to cash in on the discovery was John Sutter, the biggest landowner in the region. It was Sutter, an eccentric, ambitious, amiable Swiss emigré, who had sent Marshall to build him a mill in the first place. Even before anyone ever whispered a word about gold, Sutter was one of the best-known figures in California. He had fled Europe just ahead of a posse of irate bill collectors fourteen years before, and then had reinvented himself as a New World emperor. Here in America, Sutter was not a small, chubby, bankrupt merchant with a wife and five children. He was Captain John Sutter (he bestowed the title himself), an imposing figure with elegant manners, a formal way of speaking, and a taste for ornate military uniforms complete with epaulettes and sword. “I am no ordinary gentleman, no Sir,” he was fond of saying. “I am an extraordinary gentleman, yes Sir, I am. I strive to be honored. I will do anything for honor.”
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In 1839 Sutter had talked the Mexican government into granting him title to a huge expanse of land—seventy-five square miles—in the lush Sacramento Valley. Sutter dubbed his kingdom New Helvetia. At its heart, in what is now Sacramento, he built an enormous structure he called Sutter’s Fort, with thick adobe walls guarded by cannons. A sentry stood watch at the main gate, and Sutter maintained a private army of some two hundred men, for protection and pomp.

In the California wilderness, the soldiers in their green-and-blue uniforms trimmed with red provided just the kind of incongruous splendor that Sutter relished. The soldiers were Indians, their officers Europeans. In the evenings they practiced marching drills. Officers barked out the German commands for “forward, march” and “right, face” and “about, face.” Fife and drum played, and Sutter beamed.

Within the sprawling compound could be found a blacksmith’s shop, a shoemaker’s, a carpenter’s, a factory that turned out hats and blankets, a dining hall (though Sutter fed his Indian “employees” outdoors, from a trough). Outside the walls were orchards, wheat fields, a vineyard, a tannery, a flour mill, and, notably, a sawmill. Sutter reigned proudly over it all like a medieval baron. “I had at the same time twelve thousand head of cattle and two thousand horses and ten or fifteen thousand sheep,” he would later recall. “I had all the Indians I could employ.”

The Indians, hundreds of them, worked indoors as servants and outdoors as field hands, for “wages” of trinkets and trade goods. Their working conditions were as poor as their wages. One startled observer described the wheat harvest, with “three or four hundred wild Indians in a grain field armed, some with sickles, some with butcher knives, some with pieces of hoop iron roughly fashioned into shapes like sickles, but many having only their hands with which to gather up by small handfuls the dry and brittle grain; and as their hands would soon become sore, they resorted to willow sticks, which were split to afford a sharper edge
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