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THE CALIFORNIA GOLD RUSH, THE WEST, 
AND THE NATION 

Andrew C. Isenberg 

Peter J. Blodgett. Land of Golden Dreams: California in the Gold Rush Decade, 
1848-1858. San Marino: Huntington Library, 1999. 144 pp. $20.95 (cloth); 
$14.95 (paper). 

Janice T. Driesbach, Harvey L. Jones, and Katherine Church Holland. Art of 
the Gold Rush. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998. 168 pp. Notes, 
bibliography, list of artists, and index. $50.00 (cloth); $24.95 (paper). 

Albert L. Hurtado. Intimate Frontiers: Sex, Gender, and Culture in Old California. 
Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1999. 224 pp. Illustrations, 
notes, and index. $39.95 (cloth); $16.66 (paper). 

Susan Lee Johnson. Roaring Camp: The Social World of the California Gold Rush. 
New York: Norton, 2000. 352 pp. Illustrations, notes, selected bibliography, 
and index. 24.95 (cloth); $16.95 (paper). 

Historians have never known quite what to do with the California Gold Rush. 
Over one hundred years ago, Frederick Jackson Turner argued that the influx 
of one hundred thousand argonauts into California in the few years after the 
discovery of gold was part of the central narrative of American history: 
settlers' transformation of "wilderness" to "civilization" in the United States. 
But the Gold Rush fit poorly into Turner's frontier paradigm. Although 
Turner made an allowance for mining frontiers in a thesis heavily weighted 
toward agricultural settlement, California's boom was too sudden, too quickly 
overtaken by urbanization, and too much undertaken by non-Anglos to fit 
comfortably into his model. These inconsistencies became apparent with the 
advent of New Western History in the 1980s, and its trenchant attack on the 
concept of the frontier. New Western History's debunking of Turner's thesis, 
however, left the California Gold Rush without a broad historiographical 
paradigm to explain its significance. In part because the Gold Rush quickly 
made California, unlike much of the rest of the West, a densely populated and 
economically diversified place, Western historians in recent years have been 
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surprisingly unwilling to enfold California into their understanding of the 
region. William E. Riebsame's recent Atlas of the New West (1997), a project of 
the "Center of the American West" at the University of Colorado-Boulder, 
defines most of California west of the crest of the Sierra Nevada as outside of 
"the West" entirely. Riebsame follows in the tradition of the godfather of New 
Western History, Walter Prescott Webb, whose seminal 1957 essay, "The 
American West: Perpetual Mirage," defined "the Heart of the West" as the 
region between Nevada and Colorado. The Gold Rush's current toehold in 
national history is equally tenuous. The Gold Rush merits a mention in U.S. 
history textbooks (and probably always will), but usually as a quick aside 
from what most American historians now view as the dominant mid- 
nineteenth-century narrative of sectionalism and the Civil War. 

The sesquicentennials of the discovery of gold in 1848 and the admission of 
California to the Union in 1850, however, have inspired a number of recent 
books on the Gold Rush. Taken together, they offer the possibility of doing 
more than merely commemorating the anniversaries of these events. Follow- 
ing the lead of Malcolm Rohrbough's prize-winning Days of Gold: The 
California Gold Rush and the American Nation (1997), a study that re-introduced 
the Gold Rush as "a shared national experience," they seek, in more closely 
targeted ways than Rohrbough's broad study, to re-integrate the California 
Gold Rush into the histories of the region and the nation. 

Important anniversaries often inspire major exhibitions, and the Gold 
Rush is no exception. The Huntington Library exhibition, "Land of Golden 
Dreams: California in the Gold Rush Era, 1848-1858," consisting in large part 
of pieces from the Huntington's own collection, ran from late 1998 to late 
2000. A number of California art galleries collaborated to create "Art of the 
Gold Rush," exhibited in Oakland and Sacramento in 1998 and at the 
Smithsonian in late 1998 and early 1999. The Gold Rush has been thoroughly 
romanticized over the years in the icons of the hardy prospectors and the 
colorful californios. Mythology and popular memory are so thoroughly satu- 
rated with these icons that staging an exhibition on the Gold Rush poses the 
special challenge of avoiding the tendency to slip into historical stereotypes. 
Both exhibitions deserve to be commended for producing catalogs that not 
only situate these icons in historical context but challenge facile popular 
notions of the Gold Rush. 

The essayists in Art of the Gold Rush address the problem of romanticization 
directly. The problem arises notably in the selective memory of artists and 
their patrons in the depiction of mining techniques. While mining quickly 
evolved from panning to more invasive, capital-intensive, and environmen- 
tally costly technologies reflecting an industrial age, artists rarely painted 
stamp mills and hydraulic mines. "By the mid-1850s," according to Janice T. 
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Driesbach, artists "were producing romanticized paintings that showed 
earlier-rather than current-Gold Rush practices" (p. 4). Relative latecomers 
to California, such as the German emigrant Charles Christian Nahl, must be 
seen less as recording the scenes at the mines and more as adopting the 
idioms of an existing genre. That genre favored a depiction of miners, alone 
and in small groups, equipped with little more than picks, shovels, pans, and 
rockers. 

The art of the Gold Rush was thus an integral component of the myth of 
the frontier. Turner may have had trouble shoehorning the actual California 
Gold Rush, with its urbanization, Chilean and Chinese immigration, and 
industrial technology, into his frontier thesis, but the Gold Rush as it appeared 
on artists' canvases fit smoothly. This will come as no surprise to most 
western historians, who have become increasingly attentive to the importance 
of the iconography of the frontier in nineteenth-century America. While the 
authors of Art of the Gold Rush address the problem of nostalgia, they could 
have been more aware of the ways in which Gold Rush artists reflected long- 
established forms in depictions of American settlement. William McIlvaine's 
Panning Gold, California (1849), for instance, shows two foregrounded pros- 
pectors panning in a placid stream. Behind them, at some distance, is their 
cabin. In the background, the majestic Sierra Nevada looms. The arrangement 
of these elements is echoed in later paintings contained in the catalog: the 
anonymous Mining Scene: Diverting a River (c. 1851); Nahl and Frederick 
August Wenderoth, Miners in the Sierra (1851); and A.D.O. Browere, Miners of 
Placerville (1855), among them. All of these foreground the industriousness of 
the miners and the passivity of nature, take special note of the habitations the 
miners have created, and, in the background, depict the wilderness yet to be 
tamed. As Richard White found in his analysis of nineteenth-century imagery 
of frontier settlement (for a catalog to accompany an exhibition at the 
Newberry Library in Chicago commemorating the one-hundredth anniver- 
sary of Turner's frontier thesis) these elements were an established part of the 
genre long before the discovery of gold in California, and they persisted long 
after. Harvey L. Jones's conclusion about Miners in the Sierra, that "it 
represents one of the popular American myths about the Gold Rush: that 
God's bounty in nature will reward the efforts of hard work" (p. 51), could 
well be extended beyond the Gold Rush to the many boomlets and land 
rushes in the nineteenth-century West. 

Peter Blodgett's text for the catalog of the Huntington exhibition reflects 
the latest scholarship on California and the West. Blodgett, the curator for the 
Huntington's collection in western American manuscripts, makes clear that 
the history of California did not begin in 1848; long passages as well as 
several illustrations of material from the exhibition detail the history of the 
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region from the founding of the first mission in Alta California in 1769. 
Blodgett pays particular attention to the hide and tallow trade in southern 
California that, by detaching California from Mexico and integrating it into a 
global market economy, foreshadowed the changes that the Gold Rush would 
bring. In short, Blodgett reflects recent scholarship on the West to depict 
California, both before and after 1848, as a part of the Mexican-American 
borderlands, and he goes further to show how the borderlands were trans- 
formed by the rise of the global market in the nineteenth century. 

Blodgett also integrates the Gold Rush into the social, cultural, and 
political history of the United States in the mid-nineteenth century. As the 
Gold Rush began, many northeasterners, who had opposed the Mexican- 
American War as a conquest likely to further the expansion of slavery, felt a 
lingering unease about the United States' annexation of large parts of 
northern Mexico. As Blodgett notes, preachers expressed that unease in 
sermons warning against the cross-continental pursuit of gold. (The exhibi- 
tion included examples of such tracts from the Huntington's collection.) In his 
discussion of the 1850s, Blodgett integrates California history into national 
party politics as well as the national issues of immigration and race; Califor- 
nia witnessed a protracted debate over slavery and the admission of free 
blacks to the state. The Gold Rush thus emerges not as a curious aside from 
the national narrative of racism and sectionalism, but as an important element 
of that story. 

The book has only one notable flaw. Specialists will recognize the works of 
the numerous historians on which Blodgett has relied for his impressive 
synthesis. Sadly, however, Land of Golden Dreams has neither endnotes nor a 
bibliography; this deficiency-particularly lamentable in a book that is 
otherwise an extraordinarily accessible introduction to the subject-will 
baffle and frustrate non-experts. 

Like Blodgett, Susan Lee Johnson reflects the latest scholarship in Roaring 
Camp, a book that has one of the cleverest titles in recent years. The title plays 
on the nineteenth-century California writer Bret Harte's short story, "The 
Luck of Roaring Camp," and refers to the contests over gender identity that 
constitute an important part of Johnson's study. The playfulness that the title 
seems to promise is rarely found in the pages of the book, however. Roaring 
Camp is an utterly sober telling of closed opportunities for racial, gender, and 
class tolerance in mid-nineteenth-century California. 

Chaos is the defining theme of the first part of Johnson's book. Many 
emigrants to California came from places characterized by economic, social, 
and political disruption. Sonorans fled the violence of war. Chileans sought to 
escape rural poverty. Southern Chinese emigration was set in motion by 
European colonialism. The Revolution of 1848 spurred many French and 
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German emigrants. Industrialization in the North and the expansion of 
slavery in the South squeezed white Americans. Relying on an extensive 
secondary literature, Johnson details the upheavals that created the interna- 
tional migration to California. 

A different sort of chaos awaited the migrants upon their arrival in 
California. As numerous chroniclers of the Gold Rush have explained, early 
immigration to California was overwhelmingly male. 

Moreo-ver, particularly 
in the Southern Mines--the focus of Johnson's study-immigration was 
ethnically diverse. As a result, the distinction emerging in the early and 
middle nineteenth century between proper spheres for men and women and 
for whites and non-whites appeared-disconcertingly, to some white, male 
emigrants-largely irrelevant. Men performed domestic duties. Some Mexi- 
cans and Chileans struck gold while many whites did not. In Johnson's 
words, for "aspiring middle-class white men," in Gold Rush California, 
"constructions of gender, class, and race were unfamiliar and in flux" (p. 163). 
Worse yet, in the unsettled environment of the Southern Mines, Anglo- 
American men were unable to impose their dominance. 

Johnson implicitly commends this society for the opportunities it afforded 
for non-white social mobility and for homosocial and homosexual bonds. 
Such opportunities were ephemeral, however, and the second half of Johnson's 
book catalogs the re-establishment of mid-nineteenth-century Anglo social 
norms. First, white men sought to resolve California's racial "crisis of 
representation" (p. 176) through a series of violent attacks on non-whites and 
non-Anglos. Violence or the threat of violence firmly established an Anglo- 
dominated racial hierarchy. The establishment of mid-nineteenth-century 
norms of gender behavior awaited the increased influx of white women in the 
late 1850s and 1860s, according to Johnson. These women, whom Johnson 
(uncharacteristically resorting to caricature) depicts as agents of hidebound 
middle-class morality, undertook to bring California into line with what she 
calls "middle-class cultural expectations" (p. 281). 

Roaring Camp has a substantial virtue in its uncovering of the cultural 
meanings of California's leisure world. Johnson's Geertzian analysis of the 
bull and bear fights staged by miners casts the battles as projections of 
tensions between Anglos (who identified with the bear, the animal depicted 
on the flag of the California Republic) and Mexicans (who identified with the 
bull because of the importance of bulls and bull-fighting in Spanish Mexican 
culture). She calls the efforts of reformers to close houses of prostitution by 
having municipal fire departments turn their hoses on the bordellos "ejacula- 
tory attacks." (p. 299). These sections of the book demonstrate Johnson's 
impressive ability to find underlying cultural and ethnic meaning between 
the lines of her sources. 
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Not all of Roaring Camp consists of such close readings of archival sources, 
however. Despite extensive work in archives, Johnson relies heavily on 
secondary literature and theoretical writings on race and gender for her 
conclusions. More than just drawing on this literature to inspire her under- 
standing of primary evidence-a tactic that is useful and appropriate-she 
sometimes draws on it for evidence itself. At several points, she substitutes 
historiographical consensus-on "women's sphere" and "whiteness," for 
instance-for documentary evidence. Johnson rarely analyzes her main 
themes of race and gender without falling back on the jargon of cultural 
theory, such as "relations of difference and domination" (p. 12); "content of 
gender" (p. 29); "discourse of manliness" (p. 39); "discursive contests" 
(p. 176); "disorder of gender" (p. 204); and "sites of contestation" (p. 286). Like 
the miners who used jasper or basalt to test the quality of gold nuggets, 
Johnson uses these phrases as touchstones to bring her arguments into accord 
with the standards of cultural theory. As a result, Roaring Camp is likely to 
persuade few people who are not already convinced by the theoretical 
writings on which the book so heavily relies. This is unfortunate, because 
Johnson's effort to bring California into the mainstream of discussions on race 
and gender in mid-nineteenth-century America is a needed one both for 
historians of race and gender whose work is tilted toward the east, and for 
western historians whose contemplation of race and gender could profit from 
the sophistication of Johnson's work. 

Albert Hurtado's Intimate Frontiers covers much of the same territory as 
Roaring Camp: the intersection of gender and ethnic relations in California. 
Compared to Johnson's unhurried 350-page tour, however, with its frequent 
story-telling tangents into various by-paths, Hurtado's concise 140 pages are 
a brisk march through this subject. The length and pace of the books aside, 
they share a number of similarities, such as concluding chapters that compare 
Bret Harte's and Mark Twain's stories about California. More importantly, 
like Johnson (and most other historians of sexuality), Hurtado is inspired by 
cultural theory. In his introduction, he sketches out the basic notions guiding 
research into the history of sexuality drawn from Joan Wallach Scott and 
Michel Foucault. Those notions, as Hurtado puts it in his characteristically 
terse and direct style, amount to this: "sexuality is a social construction that 
varies among cultures.... Western societies have supported public discourses 
about sexuality that are meant to sustain structures of power within those 
societies" (p. xxiv.) Hurtado uses these insights to help dissect the evidence, 
not as evidence itself. 

Hurtado differs from Johnson in devoting considerable analysis to 
eighteenth-century Spanish California, thus rooting his account in borderlands 
historiography. According to Hurtado, in California, the social constructions 
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of sexuality that followed the founding of the Spanish missions in 1769 and 
the influx of miners after 1848 imposed demeaning and sometimes deadly 
burdens on non-white women. He sees a basic consistency between the 
Spanish-Mexican and American regimes in California: both societies were 
fundamentally patriarchal and racist. The consequences of those beliefs were 
particularly acute because under Spanish-Mexican and American sovereignty, 
immigrants to California were primarily men: friars and soldiers in the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth century; miners in the mid-nineteenth cen- 
tury. Both the californios and the argonauts thus confronted a situation in 
which the prospects for marriage with a woman of their own ethnic heritage 
were low, while the prospects for the sexual exploitation of Indian and, later, 
Chinese women were high. 

As Hurtado explains it, the Spanish friars set themselves to the task of 
reforming the sexual mores of the mission Indians. They trained their sights 
on pre-marital sex, polygamy, divorce, and homosexuality, all of which the 
Indians tolerated and the Spanish abhorred as anathema to their notion of 
monogamous, heterosexual union, sanctioned by the Church as a sacrament 
and by the state as a contract. The missionaries' intellectual attack on Indian 
traditions was accompanied by soldiers' sexual assault on the Indians' bodies. 
The friars, of course, numbered rape and prostitution in their catalog of sexual 
crimes, but they nonetheless depended on the presence of the soldiers to 
protect their missions, and thus tended to excuse or ignore their sins. The 
larger story, according to Hurtado, is how the Spaniards repressed the 
Indians' sexual culture of tolerance and free expression. Hurtado's character- 
izations of pre-contact Indians' sexual culture tend toward the idyllic, but few 
readers will doubt that the rise of rape and prostitution after contact testified 
to the social costs of the imposition of the new sexual orthodoxy. 

The pattern that the Spaniards established in the eighteenth century 
recurred following the discovery of gold in 1848, as white miners sexually 
exploited Indian and Chinese women. While in the case of the Spaniards 
Hurtado focuses on rape, in the case of the Anglo-Americans he focuses on 
prostitution. Within a few years of the arrival of the miners, prostitution came 
to be concentrated in the non-white populations of California. In 1860, when 
the population of Sacramento was 89 percent white, fully 75 percent of the 
city's prostitutes were non-white. The largest proportion of prostitutes (56 
percent) were Chinese; the other non-white prostitutes were largely Hispanic 
or African-American. 

The striking imbalance between men and women that contributed to the 
prevalence of prostitution in California (Sacramento in 1860 was two-thirds 
male) worked to the advantage of some white women, however. As in the 
case of the daughters of rancheros in Mexican California, who could pick the 
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wealthiest and most promising Yankee or British suitors from among the men 
who engaged in the hide and tallow trade, the handful of marriageable white 
women in California in the 1850s and early 1860s could choose their husbands 
with more than usual selectivity. Gender imbalance probably contributed to 
another striking departure of Californians from American cultural norms: 
women in nineteenth-century California divorced their husbands at a much 
higher rate than other nineteenth-century Americans. Women in California 
more often than men initiated the divorce proceedings; wives had little reason 
to remain in unhappy unions when eligible men abounded. 

Hurtado's analyses of prostitution and divorce in Gold Rush California are 
instructive, but he neglects to analyze another aspect of the gender imbalance 
in California. In the nineteenth century, wherever men labored in extended 
isolation from women-on ships at sea, for instance-homosexual unions 
were more common, or at least more apparent, than elsewhere. Historians of 
sexuality such as Walter L. Williams and D. Michael Quinn have argued that 
such unions were common in remote mining and logging camps and on 
ranches in the nineteenth-century West, where groups of men worked in near- 
isolation for several months at a time. The skewed gender ratio in mid- 
nineteenth-century California would seemingly have increased the prospects 
for homosexual unions as well. Except for his references to homosexuality 
among Indians, however, Hurtado shies away from this subject, and simply 
refers his readers to Johnson. His reticence is not moral but methodological; 
documentary evidence on the subject is thin. Johnson can point to only a few 
diary entries and letters that seem to hint at homosexuality-some more 
cryptically than others-and quite reasonably induces that it must have been 
common. 

These different approaches to the subject of homosexuality indicate that 
despite the many similarities in subject and theoretical inspiration between 
Roaring Camp and Intimate Frontiers, significant differences remain. Hurtado's 
discussion of prostitution, for instance, differs markedly from Johnson's; the 
differences point to the larger contrasts between the two books. For Hurtado, 
prostitution is always deplorable. He views it as basically similar to rape, 
associates it with alcohol, violence, crime, and sexually transmitted diseases, 
and argues that it was unknown to the Indians before the arrival of the 
Spanish. "These general patterns of prostitution," he writes, "reflected the 
stratification of American society by gender, race, and class. Far from being an 
independent band of female entrepreneurs, prostitutes were victims of 
physical abuse, economic exploitation, and the scorn of a society that 
regarded them as social outcasts" (p. 79). Johnson, by contrast, is far more 
willing to entertain the notion that, initially at least, non-white women who 
worked as prostitutes were exploiting the same sort of advantage that white 
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women held in the marriage market. Prostitution prevailed in the Southern 
Mines, Johnson argues, because "some Mexican, Chilean, and French women 
wanted it that way, for a rowdy street was a path to living" (p. 289). These 
women achieved only a "limited financial independence," however, and 
within a few years prostitution in the Southern Mines came to be controlled 
by Chinese syndicates-another example of the closing of opportunities that 
are central to Johnson's account of Gold Rush California (p. 301). 

These contrasting analyses of homosexuality and prostitution point to 
underlying differences in methodology. Hurtado's book is deductive and 
sociological; Johnson's study is inductive and narrational. One of the strengths 
of Hurtado's analysis is his sifting of large bodies of general evidence before 
arriving at his conclusions. His analysis of Sacramento prostitutes, for 
example, is grounded in a thorough consideration of the city's population and 
sex ratio. He is comfortable generalizing about homosexuality only in the case 
of the Indians, because Spanish friars generated a significant body of evidence 
on the subject. Johnson, by contrast, tells stories and generalizes from those 
examples: she presents only a handful of examples of homosexual unions and 
financially successful prostitutes. Those stories facilitate her construction of a 
narrative arc from the opening to the closing of opportunity for equality and 
expression. Hurtado's consideration of the broader conditions in California 
leaves little room for such opportunity, however. It also leaves little room for 
change: he sees an essential sociological consistency of patriarchy, racism, and 
unbalanced gender ratios beginning with the founding of the first Spanish 
mission and continuing for the next century. 

Has the publication of these studies made it any easier for historians to 
integrate California into the histories of the West and the nation? It should. 
The imagery of the California Gold Rush was central to the iconography of 
the American frontier. Turner, for all his faults, recognized the national 
importance of that icon. So, too, in recent years, have a number of western 
historians, who have turned their attentions from disproving Turner's fron- 
tier thesis to understanding the role of frontier iconography in the settlement 
of the West. For their part, Hurtado and Johnson have deepened Rohrbough's 
insight in Days of Gold: California stretched and tested mid-nineteenth- 
century American racial attitudes, gender roles, and sexual mores that are the 
current concern of many mainstream American historians. California was 
merely one of the earliest western trials of these cultural norms. They were 
tested repeatedly in the West, which, because it remained a place character- 
ized by mining rushes and other economic booms (and busts) until the end of 
the nineteenth century, was characterized by the socially explosive conditions 
of unbalanced gender ratios and ethnic and racial diversity. By reconceiving 
Gold Rush California as an icon of American settlement and as a crucible of 
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nineteenth-century American society and culture, these studies nudge Cali- 
fornia from the periphery toward the center of the history of the region and 
the nation. 

Andrew C. Isenberg, Department of History, Princeton University, is the 
author of The Destruction of the Bison: An Environmental History, 1750-1920 
(2000), and is currently working on a social and environmental history of the 
California Gold Rush. 
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