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The California Gold Rush sparked a frenzy to
the new frontier

An illustration of miners at work during the California Gold Rush. Photo by: Photos.com/Getty

The California Gold Rush was one of the most important events in 19th-century American history.

It was sparked by the discovery of gold nuggets in Sacramento Valley in early 1848. As news

spread of the discovery, thousands of aspiring gold miners rushed to San Francisco and the

surrounding area.

By the end of 1849, the non-native population of California had grown significantly. It reached

100,000, compared with fewer than 1,000 people before 1848. Some $2 billion worth of gold was

mined during the Gold Rush. Mining reached its peak in 1852. After that, it began to drop.

Discovery At Sutter's Mill

On January 24, 1848, James Wilson Marshall found flakes of gold in the American River at the

base of the Sierra Nevada Mountains near Coloma, California. Marshall was a carpenter and was

originally from New Jersey. At the time, he was building a water-powered sawmill for John Sutter,
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who founded what later became the city of Sacramento. Marshall later said of his historic

discovery: "It made my heart thump, for I was certain it was gold."

Just days after Marshall's discovery at Sutter's Mill, the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo was signed.

The treaty ended the Mexican-American War. It left California in the hands of the United States. 

News Spread Quickly

Marshall and Sutter tried to keep news of the discovery of gold quiet. Nonetheless, word got out.

Before long, the excitement began to build. By mid-June of 1848, three-quarters of the male

population of San Francisco had left town for the gold mines. By August, the number of miners in

the area around Sutter's Creek had reached 4,000.

The '49ers Race To California

During all of 1849, people around the United States set off for California, hoping to strike it rich.

Most were men. They borrowed money and spent their life savings to pay for the long and difficult

trip. The women they left behind soon took on new responsibilities, such as running farms or

businesses. 

The would-be gold miners were known as '49ers. Thousands of them traveled over land, across

mountains or voyaged by sea. By the end of the year, the non-native population of California had

reached 100,000, compared with around 800 in March 1848. To meet the needs of the '49ers, gold

mining towns sprang up all over the region. These towns grew ever more overcrowded and lawless.

Banditry, fighting and gambling were soon common. Meanwhile, San Francisco grew rich and

became the central city of the new frontier.

At the time, California was still a territory and not yet a state. The Gold Rush sped up its admission

to the Union because it led to immense population growth. California became the 31st state on

September 9, 1850.

Lasting Impact Of The Gold Rush

After 1850, the surface gold in California largely disappeared. Still, miners continued to arrive.

Most did not have much luck. Mining had always been difficult and dangerous. Finding enough

gold to become rich took good luck as much as skill and hard work. Moreover, the average daily

take for an independent miner working with pick and shovel had dropped sharply since 1848.

As gold became more and more difficult to reach, mining became more industrialized. Large

companies soon controlled most of the mining. Hydraulic mining was developed in 1853. It used

strong jets of water to move rocks and dirt. It brought enormous profits for mining companies but

destroyed much of the region's landscape.

Though gold mining continued through the 1850s, it had reached its peak by 1852. In that year,

around $81 million worth of gold was pulled from the ground. After 1852, the yearly total slowly

dropped. By 1857, it had leveled off to around $45 million a year. Settlers continued to arrive in

California, however, and by the end of the decade, the state's population had reached 380,000.
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Quiz

1 Read the selection from the introduction [paragraphs 1-2].

By the end of 1849, the non-native population of California had grown significantly. It reached
100,000, compared with fewer than 1,000 people before 1848.

What is the meaning of the word "significantly" as it used in the selection above?

(A) quickly

(B) slowly

(C) a lot

(D) a little

2 Read the selection from the section "Lasting Impact Of The Gold Rush."

Hydraulic mining was developed in 1853. It used strong jets of water to move rocks and dirt. It
brought enormous profits for mining companies but destroyed much of the region's landscape.

Which word from the selection helps the reader understand the meaning of "hydraulic"?

(A) water

(B) dirt

(C) profits

(D) landscape

3 If the introduction [paragraphs 1-2] were organized as cause and effect, which sentence would come FIRST?

(A) It was sparked by the discovery of gold nuggets in Sacramento Valley in early 1848.

(B) It reached 100,000, compared with fewer than 1,000 people before 1848.

(C) Some $2 billion worth of gold was mined during the Gold Rush.

(D) Mining reached its peak in 1852.

4 How is the structure of the section "Lasting Impact Of The Gold Rush" similar to the structure of the section "The '49ers Race To
California"?

(A) The sections both have an order of importance structure.

(B) The sections both have a chronological structure.

(C) The sections both mostly have a compare and contrast structure.

(D) The sections both mostly have a problem and solution structure.


