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The Cali fornia Gold Rush lasted from 1848 to 1855. Cali fornia was not yet a 
state, so the area was known as Sierra Nevada. Over 300, 000 people rushed to 
the area to search for gold. 

Between 1848 and 1850 San Francisco’s population quickly grew. Most of 
the “forty-niners” arri ved by sea after long and dangerous voyages. 
Unfortunately, many of them died from shi pwreck or diseases on the journey. 

Thousands of immigrants searching for gold arri ved by sea. Those who 
traveled to Cali fornia by boat were called "Argonauts.“ The name was based on 
Greek Mythology where a shi p named the “Argo” was in search of the Golden 
Fleece. 

The gold was fi rst discovered at Sutter’s Mill in Cali fornia. James Marshall 
was the fi rst person to find shiny gold flakes in the ri ver. John Sutter, the 
owner of the mill, tried to keep the discovery a secret but word quickly 
spread. Samuel Brannan was one the fi rst merchants to set up a shop selling 
supplies for panning gold. He is famous for running through San Francisco 
shouting “Gold! Gold! Gold from the American River!”

Newspaper reports mul ti plied and hundreds of immigrants from all 
around the world traveled to Cali fornia to search for gold. The area where gold 
was found quickly became known as Gold Country. The Gold Rush was the 
largest mass migration in US history. 

People came to pan for gold from Latin America, France, Germany, 
Australia, New Zealand, Britain, Africa, China and the Caribbean. Thousands of 
shi ps were left abandoned in the San Francisco harbor while their owners 
went panning for gold. Within two years, the population of San Francisco 
jumped from 1 , 000 to 25 , 000.

Miners used a method called panning to separate gold and di rt. The 
miners would scoop the ri ver gravel into a pan and shake it back and forth. 
Gold is heavy therefore it would stay on the bottom of the pan.

Thousands of gold miners needed pans, shovels, picks and daily li ving 
supplies. Store owners that sold the supplies became weal thier than the gold 
miners. Prices for daily items skyrocketed. The store owners sold supplies at 
high prices and miners were willing to pay in their attempt to “strike it rich.”

When new gold was discovered miners would travel from town to town
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and quickly set up camps. These ‘overnight’ towns were called boomtowns. 
When the miners and supply shops left, the towns quickly became abandoned.

Some miners collected thousands of dollars worth of gold per day, 
others had no luck. Cali fornia was not yet a state so there were no laws. 
Crooks, bandits, and professional gamblers made panning for gold risky. There 
was no government to control the crime. Vigilante groups were created to 
track down and punish the criminals. As the gold supply dwindled, the desi re 
for gold increased. 

After gold was discovered at Sutter’s Mill, people began moving North 
where nuggets of gold were also found along the Siskiyou Trail. As people 
migrated North, new settlements quickly appeared forcing new roads, schools, 
churches and supply stores to be buil t. So many towns were created that 
representati ves were sent to Washington D.C to try to get Cali fornia to become 
a state. 

In 1850, Cali fornia’s legislature passed the Foreign Miners Tax, charging 
foreign people $20 per month for the right to work their claims. Many people 
from foreign countries were forced to leave the area due to the tax and threats 
of violence. The Foreign Miners Tax was repealed in 1851 after Cali fornia 
became a state in 1850. 

Unfortunately, the Gold Rush was not a success story for Sutter or 
Marshall. Prospectors camped on Sutter’s land, which he intended to use as a 
sawmill. Both Sutter and Marshall died poor. The Gold Rush ended when sil ver 
was discovered in Nevada. Due to the Gold Rush, Cali fornia became known as 
the Golden State. 

Gold was later discovered in Colorado almost 10 years after the 
Cali fornia Gold Rush. Thousands of miners migrated to Colorado, creating new 
cities in Denver and Boulder. In 1896, gold was discovered in a creek in Canada 
by three men. Years later the Klondike Gold Rush started when more than 
100, 000 men migrated to the Yukon. The journey was dangerous and only 
30, 000 actually made it to the Yukon. 

In the end, very few people got rich from any gold they found. Most men 
reali zed that they could make more money selling supplies to the miners than 
they could searching for gold. 

Historians say about 12 million ounces of gold was discovered during the 
Cali fornia Gold Rush. 



Fill  in  the  blank

Multiple  choice

What year did the 
Cali fornia Gold Rush 
start?

What year was gold 
discovered in Canada?

How many million 
ounces of gold were 
discovered?

What were the overnight 
towns called?

What year did Cali fornia 
become a state?

What year was the 
Foreign Miners Tax 
repealed?

True  or  false
The Cali fornia Gold Rush 
ended in 1855.

TRUE         FALSE TRUE         FALSE TRUE         FALSE

Cali fornia was
originally known as
Sierra Texas.

A.  Blast Areas
B.  Motel Six
C.  Shack Cities
D.  Boomtowns

A.  1810
B.  1890
C.  1850
D.  None of the above

A.  1951
B.  1851
C.  1877
D. 1859

Those who traveled to 
Cali fornia by boat were 
called argonauts.

1 2 3

4 5 6

7 8 9

10 11 12

©  Think Tank 2020 

A.  1856
B.  1841
C.  1850
D.  1848

A.  1848
B.  1850
C.  1896
D.  1841

A.  12
B.  19
C.  8
D.  3

Miners used a method 
called potting to separate 
gold and di rt.

The area where gold 
was found became 
known as Gold 
Country.

Samuel Brannan was 
one of the 1st merchants 
to set up a shop.

TRUE         FALSE TRUE         FALSE TRUE         FALSE

Jeremy Sutter owned 
Sutter’s Mill.

TRUE         FALSE

13 14 15The gold was fi rst 
discovered at Sutter’s 
Mill.

TRUE         FALSE TRUE         FALSE

James Marshall was the 
fi rst person to discover 
gold flakes.


