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 “some kind of Mettle” 

On a dreary winter morning in January 1848, at about 10 o’clock, what seemed 

like a minor, yet fortuitous discovery, would in fact usher in a period of unprecedented 

emigration to California, then a territorial province of Mexico.1 This modest discovery of 

gold in a tributary of the South Fork of the American River in the foothills of the Sierra 

Nevada, just northeast of Sacramento, would forever change the social and economic 

fabric of California.   

In 1840s California, milled lumber was a precious commodity, a condition Swiss 

immigrant and entrepreneur John Sutter sought to exploit. Notable California historian 

Hubert Howe Bancroft regarded Sutter as the “potentate” of Sacramento but admits that 

Sutter’s true ambition was more on the level of progress and in civilizing this fertile 

region by transforming it into a “new” Switzerland, than in building a dictatorship.2 Sutter 

contracted his employee James Marshall to erect a lumber mill northeast of his 

Sacramento fortress. The lumber enterprise, Sutter believed, would create a financial 

boon. Marshall and his small crew worked assiduously to complete the mill for Sutter.  

From diary entries by laborer Henry W. Bigler, historians are able to pinpoint the 

day of the discovery. On January 24, 1848, Bigler wrote, “This day some kind of Mettle 

was found in the tailrace that looks like goald, first discovered by James Martial, Boss of 

the Hill.” 3 Conventional wisdom was “turned upside down” as gold—from nugget to 

                                                            
1 Malcolm J. Rohrbough, Days of Gold: The California Gold Rush and the American Nation (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1997) 1. 
2 Hubert Howe Bancroft, The Works of Hubert Howe Bancroft, Volume XXIII, History of California, Vol. VI. 
1848-1859 (San Francisco: The History Company Publishers, 1888) 26. 
3 Rockwell D. Hunt, Fifteen Decisive Events of California History (Los Angeles: Historical Society of 
Southern California, 1959) 33. 
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dust—(instead of lumber) became the standard currency. 4 They came in search of 

gold. Single men and family men, Sonorans and Chileans, African-Americans and New 

Englanders, Irish, French and Chinese, some women and families, peoples of all ages 

and across every socio-economic stratum used whatever resources available to reach 

California’s gold country in hopes of an immediate increase in personal fortune. In 

assaying this period in American history, scholars have focused on narratives about 

tragedy and hardship, incredible luck and prosperity, the bawdy city of San Francisco 

with its Barbary Coast district, and an array of colorful characters pervasive in the 

mining regions. However, there exists significantly less scholarship which reflects upon 

the women active in the gold rush and the pivotal role they played in reshaping 

conventional ideologies regarding women’s viability in the business world, traditional 

gender and sex roles and class distinction. 

In nineteenth-century America, what did it mean to be a woman? Historian 

Barbara Welter argues that the expectations for a nineteenth-century American woman 

were unequivocal: elevated to near deified status, a proper Victorian American woman 

must live by and at all times uphold four lofty virtues.  The virtues of piety, purity, 

submissiveness, and domesticity established the moral barometer used in judging 

female behavior.5 What if a woman did not wish to conform to these vestal attributes? 

Would nonconformity imply that a non-believing, unchaste, assertive or industrious 

woman was not a woman? Western women’s historian Elizabeth Jameson argues that 

by pigeonholing women into such restrictive categorizations, we “make them passive 

                                                            
4 Susan Lee Johnson, Roaring Camp: The Social World of the California Gold Rush (New York: W. W. 
Norton & Company, 2000) 100. 
5 Barbara Welter, “The Cult of True Womanhood: 1820-1860,” in History of Women in the United States: 
Domestic Ideology and Domestic Work, Part I, ed. Nancy F. Cott, (New York: K. G. Saur, 1992) 49. 
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objects of their own history.”6  She suggests that we need to “approach women’s history 

not through the filters of prescriptive literature or concepts of frontier liberation and 

oppression, but through the experiences of the people who lived the history.”7  

Some women went to California alongside a husband while others arrived alone. 

Some were effective in exploiting the skewed demographic—a completely imbalanced 

ratio of men to women—by marketing their domestic skills, by selling pleasures like 

gambling and alcohol or pleasures of a more private nature, or by ascending an 

arbitrary class hierarchy through marriage and remarriage. As women slowly populated 

the male-dominated region, they wielded tremendous influence and gained an elevated 

position within the socio-economic mosaic of California. 

The discovery of gold in California in 1848 and the subsequent throng of 

speculators descending upon the region in the years ahead created a distinctive blend 

of circumstances that forced nineteenth-century Americans to renegotiate their stance 

about a broad range of conventions. For those who went to California, marital 

obligations and familial responsibilities were left dangling; the lure of gold and rapid 

accumulation of wealth was simply too enticing.8  And, the decade of the gold rush saw 

unprecedented emigration to California which in turn reconfigured its ethnic, cultural, 

social and economic assemblage.  

According to historian Albert Hurtado, the population in San Francisco between 

1850 and 1860 showed a more accurate ratio of men to women at 12.2:1 in 1850 to 

                                                            
6Jameson, 246. 
7 Elizabeth Jameson, “Women as Workers, Women as Civilizers: True Womanhood in the American 
West, ” edited by Nancy F. Cott, Vol. 4 of History of Women in the United States: Domestic Ideology and 
Domestic Work, Part I (New York: K. G. Saur, 1992) 245. 
8 Rohrbough, 2. 
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2.4:1 in 1860.9 The city demographic blend was dramatically different from that of the 

actual gold mining towns. Historian Ralph Mann has extensively researched the 

imbalance in population in Grass Valley and Nevada City, California, two remote mining 

camps northeast of Sacramento; his results were far more extreme. Citing the 1850 

census, Mann noted that “in 1850 the population of the two towns was almost wholly 

male” and stated that married men accounted for no more than 6% of the total 

population in this region.10 Historian JoAnn Levy cited the same census records as 

listing thirteen women in Nevada City in 1850.11 The minimal presence of women in San 

Francisco, Sacramento and the mines created an environment whereby, once more 

women began to appear, lonely miners treated them as such novelties, success in any 

venture was a foregone conclusion. All eyes were on women. 

In considering the swift social changes in gold rush California, the most notable 

change was in traditional expectations for women. The women examined in this study 

were effectual in optimizing their advantage in the tumultuous and chaotic days of gold-

rush California. Their worldview, as seen through letters, diaries, and memoirs, helps in 

establishing a framework for interpreting nineteenth-century Americans’ view of 

traditional conventions of gendered roles, social class stratification, and racial, ethnic, 

and cultural diversity.12 These entrepreneurial women of the California gold rush 

                                                            
9 Albert L. Hurtado, “Sex, Gender, Culture and a Great Event: The California Gold Rush,” The Pacific 
Historical Review, Vol. 68, No. 1 (Feb., 1999) 4. 
10 Ralph Mann, “The Decade after the Gold Rush: Social Structure in Grass Valley and Nevada City, 
California, 1850-1860, The Pacific Historical Review, Vol. 41, No. 4. (Nov., 1972) 487-488.  
11 JoAnn Levy, They Saw the Elephant: Women in the California Gold Rush (Hamden, CT: Archon Books, 
1990) 101. 
12 Cathy Luchetti and Carol Olwell, Women in the West (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1982), 
26.The authors report that first-hand materials such as letters and diaries from “minority” women are 
almost non-existent as the women “were often illiterate and seldom encouraged by their cultures to record 
their thoughts.” This absence of documentation of their very important experiences leave gaping holes in 
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recognized an unusual opportunity—largely because of the skewed demographic—and 

responded entrepreneurially,  turning their skills, domestic and otherwise, into gold; they 

succeeded when most men involved in the mining business did not; they succeeded 

because, as individuals, they were not limited by conventional notions of gendered 

roles. By facing adversity and significant challenges with courage and fortitude, these 

entrepreneurial women demonstrated some kind of mettle. 

 

 

“Pleasure more enticing than virtue…” 

How did women earn money in California during the gold rush? A common 

misconception is that many resorted to prostitution and for the most part, theirs are the 

dominant stories in popular culture because the provocative nature of their work 

contributes significantly to the piquant folklore which has become a part of the California 

historical narrative. An examination of prostitution during the gold rush period introduces 

an array of social issues such as race and class. To be sure, some women prospered 

as prostitutes and madams, yet there were others who responded to the asymmetrical 

ratio of men to women and inserted themselves and their collection of domestic skills to 

establish financially rewarding enterprises.  An enterprising woman’s destiny could be 

transformed by her energy, innovation and entrepreneurial spirit as her hope was 

translated into action. 

Mining for gold was a predominantly all-male activity. Men arriving in the gold 

fields rarely brought their families because the journey was expensive and arduous and 

                                                                                                                                                                                                
the narrative of the female experience in the West and “we are left with a curiously one-sided, Anglo-
American perspective of the frontier.” 
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successful mining often meant frequent relocation from site to site, an undesirable 

condition of productive mining. In the initial days of the gold rush, San Francisco served 

as the hub for newly-arriving miners waiting to enter the mining fields or miners 

returning from the fields waiting for the mountainous weather to improve. The influx of 

men with an abundance of time and money produced an environment conducive to a 

flourishing sex market.13  

Many of the first prostitutes in San Francisco were Chinese women. As battle- 

worn China started to rebuild after the Opium Wars, some families sold their daughters 

to agents promising a better life in the United States. As historian Lucie Cheng Hirata 

notes, the girls reluctantly accepted the arrangement out of filial obligation but were 

unhappy about the prospect because they were aware of the possibility they would be 

used as prostitutes. During the same period, Chinese males in the West were employed 

as common laborers. For white males who shared the harsh anti-Chinese racial 

sentiment of the time, the arrival of Chinese prostitutes may have been welcome for 

several reasons including the racial and unfounded concern that their white women 

would no longer be vulnerable to unwanted advances by Chinese men.14 

For Chinese prostitutes in San Francisco at the beginning of the gold rush, 

business was lucrative and many were able to save money to establish their own 

brothels or send money home to their families. Some eventually married and started 

their own families in California. The less fortunate Chinese prostitute found work not in 

an elegantly appointed brothel, rather she worked in grimy, clandestine tenement-style 

                                                            
13Lucie Cheng Hirata, “Free, Indentured, Enslaved: Chinese Prostitutes in Nineteenth-Century America,” 
in History of Women in the United States: Prostitution, ed. Nancy F. Cott, vol. 9, (New York: K. G. Saur, 
1992), 125. 
14 Hirata, 127. 
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rooms called “cribs” where business was expeditious. For these end-of-the-line working 

girls, physical and mental abuse was metered by master and patron, one driven by 

greed and the other by inexpensive entertainment, yet neither concerned with the 

women’s  health and welfare. The master’s demand for profitability which required a 

prostitute to perform in rapid succession left her vulnerable to venereal disease. 

According to historian Judy Yung, once a Chinese prostitute reached an advanced 

stage of her disease, she remained locked in a room to die alone or was discarded in a 

dimly lit alley. Chinese prostitutes, exploited for the bodies and commercial value by the 

men who controlled their fate and employment, embodied human slavery, female 

bondage, and degradation.15 

The profusion of Chinese prostitutes filled a void which met the needs of many: 

lonely miners who could afford the attention were satisfied, the prostitutes often moved 

on to better lives and financial increase, and local Chinese laborers could spend time 

with a familiar woman and were likewise happy with the arrangement. The fact that 

Chinese men gravitated towards Chinese women eased the “racial hostility of white 

society” because there was no real danger of racial mixing and since Chinese rarely 

fathered children outside of China, the white society’s fear of the creation of a significant 

Chinese population was assuaged.16 

Chinese prostitutes would prosper for only a brief period. As the search for gold 

continued, thousands of prospectors descended upon this region in Northern California, 

and ideas about “otherness” would change swiftly and dramatically. The business of 

trafficking Chinese girls for the purpose of prostitution was controlled by the “fighting” 
                                                            
15 Judy Yung, Unbound Feet: A Social History of Chinese Women in San Francisco 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995) 29. 
16 Hirata, 127; Judy Yung, 28. 
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Tong organizations by 1854.17 Although the first group of Chinese prostitutes had more 

leverage in their business dealings and indeed some prospered, like those arriving in 

California as a result of the Tong prostitute trafficking, the decision to come to California 

and perform sexual duties for remuneration was not theirs. Prostitution was a livelihood 

thrust upon them either by destitute fathers or greedy masters which suggests they 

were unable to exert power and therefore, were victims. Historian Judy Yung points out 

that regardless of social status, whether prostitute, mui tsai, or wife, men considered a 

Chinese woman property and treated her accordingly.18 

The exploited and abused Chinese prostitutes had a number of guardian angels 

disguised as “noble Methodist and Presbyterian” missionaries willing to “rescue” a few 

of the girls in their Mission.19  “Social purity” reformer Mary Grace Charlton Edholm 

penned an impassioned appeal to like-minded Protestant reformers in an effort to save 

the Chinese slaves and prostitutes. Her appeal, published as an article in Californian 

Illustrated Magazine in 1892, reflected the Protestant religious fervor so prevalent in 

nineteenth-century America. Edholm exposed a series of atrocities committed against 

these girls and, further, demanded action from her readers; her emotionally driven 

                                                            
17 Hurtado, Intimate Frontiers, 91; the “fighting” Tongs were the highly organized Chinese syndicates that 
controlled vice in Chinatowns throughout California and should not be confused with the Chinese 
benevolent associations also referred to as Tongs. The fighting Tongs began importing Chinese women 
as early as 1853 where the women were subject to public auction upon arrival at the docks in San 
Francisco and sold for amounts ranging from three hundred to three thousand dollars. 
18 Judy Yung, 25, 28; a mui tsai was the Chinese system roughly equivalent to indentured servants in 
Colonial America. A Chinese father would sell his daughter into contracted domestic service in San 
Francisco whereby her freedom would be achieved after a predetermined length of employment or 
marriage after the age of eighteen. There is evidence that the mui tsai system allowed for wide range 
abuses to occur such as slavery and prostitution. 
19Mary Grace Charlton Edholm, “A Stain on the Flag.” (1892), Unbound Voices: A Documentary History 
of Chinese Women in San Francisco. Edited by Judy Yung. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1999) 124-141. 
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sermon is scattered with fervent and expressive rhetoric aimed at tugging heartstrings 

and thus, garnering support.  

Edholm’s intentional use of provocative, stirring imagery such as “slave marts,” 

“barbaric ages,” “heathen countries,” and “child slavery” is meant to link two episodes of 

human slavery on American soil on equal footing; for Edholm, both institutions, African 

slavery and Chinese slavery are the bane of society. “The negro of ante-bellum days 

was a prince in fortune to the luckless Chinese slave,” Edholm wrote in order to 

establish her argument, “the former was sold to work, while the latter is selected, bought 

and handed over for a use compared to which death would be a happy release.”20 By 

comparing Chinese slaves to African-American slaves, Edholm undoubtedly evoked a 

wince or two from any reader familiar with Harriet Beech Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin. 

Yet was this a fair comparison? African slavery was a thriving institution firmly cemented 

in the American South’s economic landscape for nearly 250 years and reduced and 

eliminated only at the enormous cost of staggering human suffering and loss. The 

African-American slavery system clearly represented a white, patriarchal, capitalist 

society exploiting and oppressing a racially different group for the purpose of economic 

gain. Chinese prostitution, although likewise an institution whose purpose was financial 

gain, was relatively confined to a distinct cultural group whereby the exploiter and victim 

may have originated from the same Cantonese village and therefore would have shared 

a common heritage and cultural experience. Further, based upon statistical evidence 

provided by historian Judy Yung, in 1860, there were 674 Chinese women living in San 

Francisco and that number represented 37% of the total population of Chinese women 

                                                            
20 Edholm, 128-129, 135. 
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in America.21 By comparison, at the outbreak of the American Civil War in 1861, 25% of 

the South’s population of 12,000,000 was slaves.22 Neither circumstance of human 

bondage was acceptable, but by drawing the corollary to African slavery, Edholm 

perhaps artificially inflated the scope of the mistreatment; yet if she won support, the 

hyperbole was well-played. 

Edholm’s article does provide a glimpse into a Chinese girl’s life as a prostitute or 

slave in San Francisco, “the hot-bed of Chinese slavery” and the incredible detail likely 

saved many lives. According to Edholm, some girls managed to run away from their 

captors while others were spirited away by well-meaning rescuers; once rescued, the 

girls lived in a Mission home established by the sponsoring denomination where they 

absorbed “strong doses” of Christian doctrine and lived regimented, presumably sinless 

lives.23 Edholm’s message is somewhat inspiring. By unearthing unspeakable physical 

abuses done to Chinese prostitutes and slaves such as alleged surgical genital 

reconfiguration, impossibly stringent indentured service contracts meant to prolong the 

slave’s length of service, and the process by which a girl was purchased, sold and 

resold, Edholm effectively entreated readers with at least “one drop of Christian blood 

within their veins.”24 

If Chinese women predominantly occupied the “red light districts” of San 

Francisco, women from some of California’s Indian tribes worked in the mining regions 

and were some of the first to arrive in the camps. Historian Albert Hurtado argues that 

                                                            
21 Yung, 24. 
22Michael Rheta Martin and Leonard Gelber, Dictionary of American History: With the 
Complete Text of the Constitution of the United States (Lanham, Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield, 1978) 
584. 
23 Ibid., 128-129; see also, editor’s note, 129. 
24 Edholm, 141. 
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the low wages an Indian prostitute received accurately reflected the extreme racial bias 

toward the group and adds, “[l]ike other women of color, they were regarded by most 

Anglo miners as racially inferior and acceptable only for transient sexual gratification.”25 

Indian prostitutes were victims of racial aggression and violence, caught between two 

competing spheres with conflicting sexual values; the native customs regarding 

sexuality did not necessarily parallel a Euro-American’s perspective which created 

conflict in the mining camps.26 The majority of the indigenous population which 

inhabited the gold region prior to and at the beginning of the gold rush was violently 

ousted by 1849 and by 1850, Anglo miners staking claim to the land  removed or killed 

the majority of Indians living in the mining region.27 

Depending upon tribal customs, some Indian prostitutes crossed cultural 

boundaries when they engaged in the adulterous act of “lewdness.”  In tribes like the 

Maidu, adultery was punishable by death. Prostitution was not common in the California 

Indian culture. This group’s foray into prostitution was not a matter of transforming her 

destiny using her energy and innovation, rather, many Indian women, “driven by biting 

hunger” and poverty, engaged in prostitution when left with few alternatives as means of 

survival.28 As with Chinese prostitutes, a bleak economic situation coupled with limited 

opportunities forced Indian women into a lifestyle of prostitution. A key difference, 

however, is that whereas Tongs and other controlling agents imported Chinese women 

into the gold rush frenzy, Indian women had inhabited the region long before a nugget 
                                                            
25 Hurtado, Intimate Frontiers, 87, “When Strangers Met,” 134. 
26Hurtado, “When Strangers Met,” 135. 
27Lisbeth Haas, “Conflicts and Cultures in the West,” A Companion to America Women's History, ed. 
Nancy A Hewitt (Hoboken, New Jersey: Wiley-Blackwell, 2002) 140. 
28Ramona Ford, “Native American Women: Changing Statuses, Changing Interpretations,” Writing the 
Range: Race, Class, and Culture in the Women’s West, ed. Elizabeth Jameson and Susan Armitage, 
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1997) 58; Hurtado, Intimate Frontiers, 87-88. 
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of gold was extracted from the American River. As their ancestral tribal lands were 

being exploited by fortune-seeking miners, so was their sexuality. Their condition of 

poverty and starvation was so desperate that they willingly violated cultural norms and 

risked filial retribution in order to survive and provide for their children. Further, Indian 

women in the mining districts were frequently raped by white men and the crimes went 

unreported and unpunished because of lax legislation and a loophole in California’s 

state constitution which stated “a white person could not be convicted solely on the 

basis of Indian testimony.”29 

In contrast to women victimized by prostitution, some French women exploited 

the market and managed to prosper. Frustrated by a seemingly endless battle over the 

proliferation of the sex trade on the streets on Paris, in the early nineteenth century, 

France began to regulate prostitution by mandating routine physical examinations and 

restricting the practice to certain districts. The unregulated and unrestrained gold rush 

region appealed to many French prostitutes tired of obeying rules and wishing to 

escape a severe economic climate.30 

In the heady days of early San Francisco, some women arriving from France 

either worked in the entertainment business or established such businesses 

themselves. A French gold seeker observed, “Americans much prefer French women 

who have the charm of novelty. Some of the first in the field made enough [money] in a 

month to go home to France and live on their incomes…the women of easy virtue here 

earn a tremendous amount of money…To sit near you at a bar or at a card table, a girl 

charges one ounce for an evening. For anything more, you have to pay a fabulous 

                                                            
29 Hurtado, Intimate Frontiers, 88. 
30 Johnson, 78. 
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amount. A whole night costs from $200 to $400. Nearly all these women in Paris were 

streetwalkers of the cheapest sort. But out here, for only a few minutes they ask a 

hundred times as much as they were used to getting in Paris.”31 French bachelor Albert 

Bénard came to San Francisco in early 1851 to earn enough money to wed his 

sweetheart in France in proper style. As a reporter for a French newspaper, he 

observed that many French women had legitimate businesses like dressmaking or 

milliner stores, yet the storefront served as a clever disguise for the real business of 

prostitution.32 French coquetry produced more gold for women than digging in the dirt 

for it could.  

 American women also participated in the sale of pleasure; when gold dust was 

abundant, the expectancy of easily prospering may have drawn some white women into 

the “flesh trade.”33 Historian J. S. Holliday suggests that many men turned their backs 

on traditional Protestant values of morality by adopting a laissez faire attitude regarding 

drinking, gambling and debauchery conducted on the Sabbath. Holliday reports that 

white prostitutes in the mining regions were in such high demand and could negotiate 

the price for their services that many amassed enviable fortunes and only regretted 

being limited by the length of a day.34 Western historians Cathy Luchetti and Carol 

Olwell argue that Victorian America was a country bound by intense sexual repression 

and fueled by the energy of westward expansion. Women were taught to refrain from 

discussing intercourse prior to marriage, react passively during the act once married 

and remain celibate while nursing; with obstacles to “normal passion” like these, many 

                                                            
31 J. S. Holliday II, The World Rushed In: The California Gold Rush Experience (New York: Simon & 
Schuster, 1981) 413. 
32 Chalmers, 144. 
33 Hurtado, Intimate Frontiers, 88. 
34 Holliday, 303, 355. 
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men may have seen prostitution as permissible if not necessary.35 Yet Albert Hurtado 

sees the sex trade for white women during the gold rush as an unfortunate existence 

stating that “most prostitutes lived desperate lives that were shadowed by violence, 

disease, alcoholism and crime.”36  

Undoubtedly, it is conceivable that a rare individual prospered by selling her 

sexual talents but by deglamorizing the economy of sex, Hurtado most accurately 

illustrates the role of the Anglo-American prostitute during the gold rush. Prostitution is a 

form of labor, but for the most part, the male ‘49ers did not view these women as 

laborers in the service industries like cooking and cleaning; these women of 

questionable virtue were seen as violators of the values which set them apart as 

women.37   

Women of dubious morality stood in opposition to the idealized role of the proper 

Victorian women in gold rush California: the “reformer” of the male character and 

California society at large.38 One notable reformer was Eliza Farnham who considered 

redeeming the “moral contamination” in California society her moral imperative. Her 

recollections of early San Francisco called California, In-doors and Out, was the first 

publication about the gold rush experience written by a woman.39 From her perspective, 

Eliza Farnham viewed 1849 San Francisco as wretched and void of any “refining 

influences,” and observed that “only in the presence of women is to be found the 

                                                            
35 Luchetti, 33-35. 
36 Hurtado, Intimate Frontiers, 82. 
37 Holliday, 99. 
38 Holliday, 84. 
39 Deborah Lawrence, Writing the Trail: Five Women's Frontier Narratives (Iowa City: University of Iowa 
Press, 2006) 83. 
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efficient remedy for these great evils.”40 Further, Farnham asserted “her presence is the 

guarantee for the best manifestation of his nature of which man is capable, amid the 

influences which here surround him; and as bad as it often is, we may rest assured that 

without her, it would be inconceivably worse.” Farnham devised a plan to offset the 

base society by infusing San Francisco with a boatload of “upright and pure” young 

ladies from New England who were “truly feminine and sweet.”41 In an area 

conspicuously bereft of “womanly gentleness,” Farnham’s plan was ingenious but after 

her lengthy illness and despite initial enthusiasm from young ladies signing up for the 

adventure, the plan never came to fruition.42 

 Another gold rush reformer of the wretched California mining society was Sarah 

Royce. Sarah Royce, a devout Christian, described the events of a benefit held one 

even in San Francisco for a Benevolent Society. The event was organized by four 

prominent church women and only San Francisco’s most respectable citizens received 

invitations. Royce recalled,  

When there entered the room a man, prominent for wealth and business-power, 
bearing upon his arm a splendidly dressed woman, well known in the city as the 
disreputable companion of her wealthy escort. With cool assurance, he 
proceeded to make her and himself quite at home; but in a few minutes he was 
waited on by a committee of gentlemen, who called him aside, and told him they 
were sent by the lady-managers to say that they declined to receive as an 
associate, or to have introduced to their daughters, one who stood in the relation 
occupied by his companion, and they respectfully requested him to invite her to 
withdraw with him. Of course there was nothing for him to do but comply; and all 
went on again pleasantly. It was reported that he had previously boasted that he 
could introduce “Irene” any where in San Francisco, but the events of that 
evening proved to him, as well as others, that while Christian women would 
forego ease and endure much labor, in order to benefit any who suffered, they 

                                                            
40 Eliza Farnham, California, In-doors and Out: or, How We Farm, Mine, and Live Generally in the Golden 
State (New York: Dix, Edwards & Company, 1856) 299-300. 
41 Ibid., 294-295. 
42 Lawrence, 85. 
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would not welcome into any association any who trampled on institutions which 
lie at the foundation of morality and civilization.43 
 

The wealthy businessman was ejected from the fundraising event because he was 

brazen enough to make an entrance to a decidedly Christian, and therefore, morally 

upright function. The four female organizers of the event delivered a powerful message 

to ladies of questionable virtue; they alone would decide who conformed to the image of 

a proper Victorian and Christian woman.  

Sarah Royce’s religious social circle was an exclusive “members only” reforming 

organization. What Royce omits from the narrative is that the society event was held in 

her home which is important. By holding a benefit in her home, Royce demonstrated her 

alliance with the proper matronly segment of society who drew opposition from working 

ladies. The tension created as the two groups of women—the middle class Protestants 

and the prostitutes—struggled for autonomy did not end until nearly 1854; as more 

upright and pure women arrived from the eastern United States, their numbers 

eventually dominated the prostitutes thus securing their proper place in California’s 

societal hierarchy. The women involved with the Benevolent Society established the 

moral and cultural expectations for gold rush San Francisco. By infusing the rowdy San 

Francisco community with their Victorian values, Royce and her friends created a stable 

environment necessary for civilized living.44 Further, power corresponds to the human 

ability not just to act but to act in concert; Royce, along with her friends, wielded 

power.45  

                                                            
43 Royce, Sarah Royce, Frontier Lady: Recollections of the Gold Rush and Early California, ed. Ralph 
Henry Gabriel (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1977) 114. 
44 Lawrence, 57. 
45 Philip J. Ethington, The Public City: The Political Construction of Urban Life in San Francisco, 1850-
1900 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1994) 61, 105. 
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As we have seen, prostitution in gold rush California was truly in its heyday in the 

early stages of the event but as more people flooded the area, attitudes about improper 

behavior dominated and influenced the business of prostitution. More often than not, 

Chinese and Indian women suffered at the hands of exploitative handlers and racist 

miners. French and Anglo-American women manipulated the skewed demographic in 

the initial period of the gold rush; the French played off American’s fascination with 

exotic French culture and some Anglo-American women just got lucky in timing their 

arrival to the gold regions when white women were still so rare. If the prostitute 

maintained agency and controlled her sexuality at her terms, prostitution was a viable 

form of employment because she entered the free market negotiating a price for her 

‘wares;’ if, however, as was more often the case, the prostitute’s sexuality was 

controlled by another, her lack of agency resulted in her victimization. Although some 

prostitutes capitalized on the gold rush event, the overarching risks associated with 

prostitution—disease and victimization—did not make this type of entertainment a 

worthwhile profession which helped shape the American West or create a strong female 

narrative.  

 

 

“A smart woman can do vary well in this country…” 

An entrepreneur is an individual who organizes, operates, and assumes the risk 

for a business venture. In her comprehensive study of businesswomen in San Francisco 

over a period of seventy years, from 1850-1920, economic historian Edith Sparks 
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supports the idea that women were successful proprietors of a variety of businesses.46 

To refer to women business owners during the gold rush era solely as “proprietors,” 

however, diminishes their achievement and discounts their level of innovation and raw 

determination. The word proprietor conveys title and entitlement and perhaps alludes to 

women operating a business with their husband or to women who have inherited an 

existing business. The proprietor is a passive role whereas an entrepreneur is an active, 

hands-on role.  

The women arriving in gold rush San Francisco represented as much cultural, 

ethnic, religious and socio-economic diversity as their male counterparts.  Some women 

immigrated to California with their husbands who pursued the elusive buried treasure; 

for this group of women, a sense of adventure was likely alluring. Still others, like Mary 

Caroline Tilton, arrived in California a girl and grew into womanhood with a family 

business already well-established. Yet the focus of this study is the minute but mighty 

group of women who possessed an entrepreneurial spirit; by assessing their skills, 

organizing and operating a business, remaining fluid in response to a changing market, 

and most importantly, assuming the financial risk for the endeavor, these women were 

entrepreneurs.  

A minor segment of the working women population consisted of women who 

traveled to California with their family or husband but had no real intention of creating a 

business to augment the family income. Although they may not fit the model of an 

entrepreneurial woman, their letters and diaries offer important insights about the social, 

economic, and cultural climate in gold rush California. Mary Caroline Tilton, for example, 

                                                            
46 Edith Sparks, Capital Intentions: Female Proprietors in San Francisco, 1850-1920 (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2006) 8. 
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came to California with her family in 1852 as her father recognized a golden opportunity 

in raising dairy cattle and growing their feed, two lucrative ventures in an area 

experiencing severe shortages in both products. In a letter to her niece May, Mary 

recalled that the family “got into the dairy business, raising cows and selling milk which 

went for $1/quart or $4/gallon and it was a common practice to water down the 

milk…also made money by selling eggs from the hens, [and] eggs ranged in price from 

$1.50/dozen to upward of $2.50 if the hens weren’t laying.”47 By 1855, she was married, 

and her husband joined the well-established family business. Mary Caroline was a 

proprietor in the sense that she owned some stock in the family business, but she 

cannot rightfully be viewed as an entrepreneur because she worked in a ready-made 

business and did not produce innovative measures or appropriate risk; however, her 

observations are a powerful substantiation of inflated prices due to shortages; these 

shortages created the types of opportunities the entrepreneurial women could exploit. 

In considering women in gold rush California who arrived without an ambitious 

entrepreneurial motivation, we look to Louise Amelia Knapp Smith Clappe. Clappe was 

married to a physician and when she joined her husband as he ventured to the 

California gold region, she did not need to work, yet work she did and in a most 

unconventional way. The letters of Louise Clappe, written using the nom de plume 

Dame Shirley, were surreptitiously published; in mid-19th century America, writing for 

publication was an activity still viewed by many as inappropriate for women.48    

Publication of The Shirley Letters meant Louise Clappe earned money by means of her 

literary skills. In The Shirley Letters from the California Mines 1851-1852, Louise Clappe 
                                                            
47“Mrs. Alfred F. Green aka Mary Caroline Tilton to her niece May E. Gorham, July 17, 1913,” Mrs. Alfred 
F. Green Letters, California Historical Society, San Francisco, California. 
48 Lawrence, 65. 
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gives the reader—her sister Molly, back in New England, but theoretically also an 

intended broader audience—a bird’s eye view of the day-to-day activities in San 

Francisco and then in the two smaller, and certainly more remote mining camps of Rich 

Bar, so named for the unprecedented amount of gold plucked from its riverbeds, and 

Indian Bar. In twenty-three entries, throughout this brief period, Clappe records her 

personal metamorphosis through the words of her pen. Initially, Dame Shirley is 

seemingly more concerned about painting her rugged landscape using a vocabulary 

which exposes her advanced education; yet, in the aftermath of certain events, Dame 

Shirley writes a grittier and perhaps more convincing narrative.  

Clappe’s published “letters” found a larger audience in that she spoke to women 

considering the move to California’s gold rush region. Although she did not earn money 

using domestic skills, she wrote about other women who did. Her weekly installments in 

The Pioneer Magazine must have captured the imagination of fortune-seeking, 

entrepreneurial-minded women.49 Louise uses an example of a working woman who 

earns by washing miner’s clothing. Although she and husband Fayette are financially 

comfortable and she employs her own domestic help, Louise is intrigued by the amount 

of money “Mrs. R.” made—“nine hundred dollars in nine weeks, clear of all expenses”—

all by washing clothes. Her social and class confinement is evident as she pens “not all 

men can be Napoleon Bonapartes, so all women cannot be manglers [managers]; the 

majority of the sex must be satisfied with simply being mangled.”50 Louise earned 

money from the gold rush experience in a time when it was not common for women to 

be published yet she is more amazed at what she considers a fortune being made by 
                                                            
49 Louise A. Clapp, The Shirley Letters From the California Mines 1851-1852. (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 
1949) v. 
50 Clappe, 45-46. 
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washing dirty dungarees. Mrs. R. embraced the notion that any woman could become 

wealthy by capitalizing on men’s domestic dependence. 

The narratives from women who actually prospered during the gold rush may not 

be titillating and these creative entrepreneurial women likely were not remembered for 

their fancy dresses and perfumed hair. Their stories are significant when examining this 

period because through their innovation and raw determination, many built profitable 

businesses and were successful even when their male counterparts floundered. 

Historian Susan Lee Johnson elevates the argument that although not everyone in the 

gold mining regions worked in gold mines or dug for gold, they “perform[ed], or relied on 

others who performed life-sustaining and life-enhancing tasks such as procuring 

provisions, preparing meals and providing companionship.”51  

Jerusha Merrill, for example, was among of the first women to arrive in the port of 

San Francisco after the news of the discovery. Jerusha Merrill, like many New 

Englanders, responded to news of the gold discovery by deciding to leave Connecticut 

with her husband and three children and head for the gold regions; the Merrill family 

arrived in San Francisco in early 1849.52 Jerusha Merrill, like Eliza Farnham and Sarah 

Royce, brought her entrenched Protestant values and work ethic. Shortly after her 

arrival, she unknowingly began her  role in shaping the Californian imagination with a 

womanly perspective when she put her domestic skills into action by opening a 

boardinghouse. 

                                                            
51 Susan Lee Johnson, Roaring Camp: The Social World of the California Gold Rush (New York: W. W. 
Norton & Company, 2000) 101. 
52 Jerusha Merrill, “We are satisfied to dig our gold in San Francisco,” So Much to Be Done: Women 
Settlers on the Mining and Ranching Frontier,  ed. by Ruth B. Moynihan, Susan Armitage, and Christine 
Fischer Dichamp  (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1990) 8. 
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In nineteenth-century Victorian America, women generally conformed to and 

performed prescribed gender-specific labor roles within the home such as cook, 

laundress and seamstress. Historian Robert L. Griswold proposes that Western Anglo 

women inherited a domestic ideology from their eastern sisters and that this ideology 

arose in conjunction with the separation of men’s and women’s worlds into two distinct 

spheres. Although the spheres may have overlapped, the cultural values of domestic 

ideology had a powerful appeal to female settlers: they gave meaning to women’s 

domestic work, gendered roles became blurred, women gained a sense of stability in an 

unstable world and the cultural values associated with domestic ideology fostered 

bonds of friendship with other women. Domestic ideology legitimated women’s efforts to 

civilize the Wild West and provided a vocabulary with which to redefine the nature of 

manhood.53 For Anglo-American women travelling west to support their husbands’ 

entrepreneurial quest, the notion of domestic ideology also establishes an interesting 

tension between conforming to conventional ideals of true womanhood and exploring 

their own entrepreneurial endeavors.  

Once she was settled in San Francisco, it did not take Merrill long to appraise the 

need for so many services in the uncivilized city. In early March, 1849, she wrote to her 

brother and sister in Connecticut “never was there a better field for making money than 

now presents itself in this place at this time [.]”54 The letter describes a scene for her 

siblings so unfamiliar to them: men wandering the streets looking for a place to lay their 

heads, inflated prices for simple necessities of life like dairy products, housing and 

                                                            
53 Robert L. Griswold, “Anglo Women and Domestic Ideology in the American West in the Nineteenth and 
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54Jerusha Merrill,7; see editor’s note. 
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clothing, and people arriving from all parts of the world speaking in foreign languages. 

The atmosphere must have resembled a circus for Merrill but likely offered a welcome 

distraction from grieving the death of her child. She comments that in addition to 

necessary items being in short supply and the overall inconveniences she experienced, 

there was a large demand for labor, specifically skilled carpenters. What is especially 

noteworthy about her first letter is that she acknowledges a distinct situation, a window 

of opportunity, which may be fleeting and urges her family to come immediately if they 

want to take advantage of the chaos and uncertainty associated with the early gold rush 

because “any thing that is business will sucksead.”55 The significant population of 

“unmarried” men, single or married without their wives and families, made up an 

important client base for women with highly honed domestic skills. These women 

pursued businesses in which they could fully express their domestic skills as viable 

opportunities within market niches where their skills and resources could be leveraged 

to meet the economic need of tired, hungry and lonely miners.56  

Jerusha Merrill was not ambivalent about her responsibilities to her family or her 

gender. There were miners without a home and she knew how to provide for them. She 

built a 20-room house in San Francisco and was promoted from farmer’s wife to 

boardinghouse owner as soon as the last shingle was nailed into place. Her identity 

shifts as she moves from one position of duty and implied servitude and submission to 

another role as empowered businesswoman capable of making her own decisions in a 

rapidly changing market. The opportunity presented itself and she acted. Merrill had a 

                                                            
55 Merrill, 8. 
56 Sparks, 8. 
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firm grasp on the economic climate of San Francisco in 1849 in that she recognized 

“female labour is above evry thing else.”  

Everywhere she looked, Merrill saw the need for new businesses and that is 

where her brother’s experience in farming was crucial. “I think if you wished to come,” 

invites Jerusha through her words, “you might make a fortune in a short time by 

manageing wrightly.”57 Food was scarce and if her brother was adept at producing huge 

crops, Merrill reasoned, certainly he would succeed at ranching cattle because of the 

high demand for milk, butter and beef, or perhaps he could work in the lumber industry 

as the lack of skilled lumbermen and craftsmen drove the prices of lumber sky high. She 

also considered owning a general store a certain success. “[T]he publick mind is this 

way [.] many will make fortunes, many will not [.] provisions will bring the money for evry 

one must eat [.]”58 Her approach was simple and logical: come to California and do what 

you do best and untold fortunes will be laid at your feet. 

Victorian influence on American culture in the nineteenth century was 

pronounced; when women left their homes in the eastern United States to journey 

westward, whether as a helpmeet for their husbands or as single woman seeking 

adventure, they carried with them an assortment of assumptions and values regarding 

the nature of womanhood which gave their lives meaning. Many undoubtedly 

subscribed to the idea that their roles defined by this Victorian image were best 

exemplified by skilled homemaking and childrearing.59 Females also represented the 

moral compass of the family; their family’s adherence to societal moral expectations 
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was a reflection of their performance in their role. Their “commitment to family preceded 

and took precedence over a commitment to self.”60  

Sometimes, unmitigated submission to the will and whim of the family patriarch, 

as prescribed in the ideals of the “cult of true womanhood,” threatened to destroy the 

family unit; a man’s dream of braving the rugged journey in order to start anew in 

California where untold fortune was waiting, was not always in the best interest of the 

family.61 Albert Hurtado uses the misfortune of the doomed Donner Party to illustrate 

this point.62 In spite of receiving advice to the contrary, the Party pressed on toward 

California using spurious maps which plotted an alleged shortcut although the winter 

season was nigh. Naturally, the incident is compelling because the Party got trapped in 

the Sierra Nevada mountain range during one of the heaviest winters recorded and a 

significant number of the Donner Party’s members perished.  

The story of the ill-fated Donner Party demonstrates the worst possible outcome 

when a patriarch follows his ambition and leads his family into harm’s way, yet the grim 

story also reveals elements of female strength and innovation. It is noteworthy to 

mention that among the survivors, the majority were female when their numbers were 

relatively equal at the onset of the journey. Additionally, some of the survivors’ accounts 

detail actions taken by some of the Party’s leading women. For example, in 1879, Patty 

Reed wrote of Mrs. Jacob Donner, “She was a Mother, devoted, meek, retired, & one of 

the most industrious, in all the Party, She was allways ready, to assist, & offer her, 

sympathy (& that was much in this party) to any one, in distress! sorrow! or grief! She, 
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had a heart, willing to provide the last crumb [emphasis Patty’s].”63 Even in the throes of 

frostbite, extreme starvation and certainly death, Mrs. Donner understood her role as a 

woman, a wife, and a mother. 

What if a nineteenth-century Anglo-American woman saw her societal role as 

more fluid? What if she could be a dutiful wife and mother, superintendent of hearth and 

home, yet still pursue her own interests? Would her life have any less meaning and 

would her work have any less value? Women like Jerusha Merrill might argue that they 

could find meaning and value in both spheres of influence: her home and her business.  

Jerusha Merrill was not alone.  Women could effectively juggle both spheres and 

gain a sense of self-worth and value and in so doing, formulate a new definition of true 

womanhood. Jerusha might further argue that the real money to be made in the chaotic 

gold rush was from women’s labor.  

A young lady who might have agreed with Merrill was an unknown gold rush 

neophyte who wrote an animated account of the endless possibilities in California to her 

friend Catherine in Boston. In August 1850, the young woman wrote as if making a 

sales pitch, “A smart woman can do vary well in this country=true there are not many 

comforts and one must work all the time and work is hard but is plenty to do and good 

pay…If I was in Boston now and know what I now know of California I would come out 

here If I had to hire the money to bring me out.”64 This enthusiastic single woman—

unconstrained by cultural expectations for women married or otherwise--was already 
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earning money from sewing and had plans to expand her business by opening a 

boardinghouse or selling her housekeeping skills. In a significant admission, the author 

tells friend Catherine that California is the only place where she feels like she has ever 

received just compensation for her work. This stunning statement suggests that the 

notion of equal pay for equal work was a concern of at least some nineteenth-century 

working women. This woman was gratified with her decision to come to California 

because value was placed on her endeavors which in turn enhanced her notion of her 

own self-worth. Further, the fact that any woman could become wealthy by capitalizing 

on men’s domestic dependence inverted the intended social and economic roles for 

men and women.65 

Eliza Farnham might have strenuously disagreed with the enthusiastic author of 

“My Dear Friend.” Farnham believed women should be aware of the difficult life which 

awaited them in frontier California. In her comprehensive tome on California in the early 

gold rush days, California In-doors and Out, she wrote this cautionary piece meant to 

alert women, 

The necessities to be served here are physical; washing linen, cleansing houses, 
cooking, nursing, etc., and I would advise no woman to come alone to the 
country who has not strength, willingness, and skill for one or other of these 
occupations; who has not, also, fortitude, indomitable resolution, dauntless 
courage, and a clear self-respect which will alike forbid her doing anything 
unworthy herself, or esteeming anything to be so, which her judgment and 
conscience approve. She will, at best, have many days of anxiety, many weeks 
and months of misgivings...She will feel, in the moral atmosphere which 
surrounds her, such taint, such infection, that she will scarcely hope to find the 
integrity and purity that would inspire trust…None but the pure and strong-
hearted of my sex should come alone to this land.66 

 
A warning like this stern passage likely would have little or no effect on those women 

eagerly awaiting the opportunities in California. 
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Another woman who might have more in common with Jerusha Merrill and less 

with Eliza Farnham was Luzena Wilson. Wilson embodied the entrepreneurial spirit as 

she organized, operated, and assumed the risk in her California gold rush business 

ventures. Her character exemplifies the definition of an entrepreneur. Luzena Wilson 

arrived in Nevada City in 1849 from Missouri with her husband and two young sons. 

The move to California to try mining was his idea, but not wanting to manage the farm in 

Missouri alone, she reluctantly agreed to join him. As she was preparing the family 

dinner in their mining campsite, a miner from an adjacent camp approached her with an 

offer of five dollars for one of her biscuits. Surprised by the astonishing offer, Luzena at 

first did not react. The miner believed Luzena was hesitating in order to negotiate a 

higher price so he upped the ante by offering a ten-dollar goldpiece. She humbly 

accepted his second offer and knew from that moment she would make her fortune—

even if her mining husband would not—by offering her domestic services to miners tired 

of fending for themselves.67 

Women and children were rare in the mining camps so news of their arrival 

spread quickly.68 After summarily assessing the economic situation in the camps and 

realizing that men would pay dearly for the services of a woman, Mrs. Wilson parlayed 

that ten dollar biscuit and the proceeds from selling their oxen in Sacramento into a 

profitable hotel and boardinghouse enterprise she called the El Dorado after the “fabled 

Kingdom in Spanish America supposedly rich in precious metals and jewels.”69 To be 

sure, Luzena Wilson’s vision of cozy accommodations and home-cooked meals for 

miners offered at a moderate price would bring her at least a modicum of success.  
                                                            
67Levy, 92. 
68 Chartier, 57. 
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 Years later, Luzena Wilson put her recollections of her life in the mining camps to 

pen. Recalling the early days she wrote:  

I cast my thoughts about me for some plan to assist in the recuperation of the 
family finances [After the expensive Overland journey from Missouri to California, 
their finances were depleted.]. As always occurs to the mind of a woman, I 
thought of taking boarders…I determined to set up a rival hotel…and set up my 
table. I bought provisions at a neighboring store, and when my husband came 
back at night he found…twenty miners eating at my table. Each man as he rose 
put a dollar in my hand and said I might count him as a permanent customer. 
From the first day it was well patronized, and I shortly after took my husband into 
partnership. The miners were glad to get something to eat, and were always 
willing to pay for it.70 
 

The most conspicuous part of her recollection is that she took her husband into 

partnership which supports the assertion that women, capable of innovation and 

dedication, were not necessarily reliant upon a man to achieve success. The Wilsons 

came to California so that her husband could mine for gold, but the fortune they both 

enjoyed was the product of her ingenuity. The meaningful power—the financial 

decision-making power—had shifted to favor Luzena as she was perched at the helm of 

her family’s financial future. 

 At the peak of her gold rush prosperity, Luzena charged twenty-five dollars per 

week for room and board at the El Dorado and the 200 beds were consistently 

occupied.71 And while Nevada City had many buildings and businesses, banks were 

scarce; the Wilsons like many other gold-rushers who found themselves in a position of 

instant wealth with no place to deposit it, often “slept [on a] mattress literally lined with 
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the precious metal.”72 When a fire destroyed all but a few dwellings in Nevada City in 

1852, the fortune the Wilsons had amassed was reduced to the five hundred dollars her 

husband had stashed in his pockets. As a testament to Luzena’s unflinching fortitude,  

she took that five hundred dollars, moved “to a valley away from Nevada City,” and 

reestablished her business. Luzena divorced in the 1870s and then Mr. Wilson sailed to 

Hawaii. 73 

 Life in California offered Luzena Wilson more than she ever had realized in 

Missouri as she evolved into a woman situated in a remarkably powerful position. She 

brought to California the notions of true womanhood instilled in her by her cultural 

surroundings in Missouri. Her foray into entrepreneurship was an extension of her 

domestic ideology; if she was already providing the comforts of home for her husband 

and children and therefore upholding a societal expectation of her role as a woman, 

could she not also use these skills to create an income for herself and find a 

measurable value in her work? 

Many of the miners disliked cooking and cleaning for themselves. As historian 

Susan Lee Johnson notes, “…skewed sex ratios [in the Southern Mines] meant 

drastically altered divisions of labor in which men took on tasks that their womenfolk 

would have performed back home.”74  Gold rush diaries and letters abound with 

plaintive entries lamenting a miner’s domestic responsibilities in the mining camps. A 

miner from Illinois, William Peacock, wrote to his wife Susan, “it costs me about 125 

                                                            
72 Wilson, “Luzena Stanley Wilson, ‘49er…” ,161. 
73 Ibid., 161. 
74 Johnson, 100. 



Myers 34 
 

cents a day to Live and do my own Cooking and Poor Living at that.”75 In describing 

how “women’s work” was rotated among the members of his camp out of financial 

necessity, William complained to Susan about having to patch his own “Pantaloons 

Shirts Boots” and that even though the cooking schedule was rotated, he was always 

responsible for breakfast.76 The additional domestic duties coupled with the physically 

taxing duties of mining left William Peacock exhausted and on the brink of despair. In 

his diary about his experiences in “the diggings,” Peter Decker, a young man from 

Columbus, Ohio, made a journal entry on May 28, 1850 noting that he made $34.50 by 

mining all day and Mrs. Howard (wife of another camp miner) “made by a few hours 

between cooking times $12.00.”77  

Men performed women’s work out of necessity; the miners needed to survive and 

women were rare. The implicit language of gendered roles was understood in New 

England and the other regions of the United States from whence the miners and 

entrepreneurial women hailed. Yet in California, influenced by conditions of extreme 

gender imbalance and scarcity of labor, a new language had to be written and 

deciphered. Men regularly cooking, cleaning, tending the sick, and sewing patches on 

ripped garments collided with nineteenth-century notions of gender roles and at least 

temporarily redefined what it meant to be a man or a woman in the mining camps. 

 Some men rather enjoyed the domestic side of camp life. Jean-Nicolas Perlot, a 

Belgian miner, and his partner, the Frenchman Louvel, struck up and interesting 

bargain. Perlot was an adept miner and skillful hunter; Louvel had a flair for creating 
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exquisite cuisine from the natural resources in the mining camps. Perlot reasoned that 

sufficient fortune could be made if one of the partners mines and hunted while the other 

kept hearth and home running smoothly. Louvel’s cooking was legendary in the 

Southern Mines.78 What did the “role reversal” suggest about Louvel’s manhood? Being 

French, Louvel was at a cultural disadvantage in that he may not have seen his actions 

as extraordinary when examined by his own cultural standards. Perhaps his Anglo-

American counterparts viewed his apparent domesticity as effeminate behavior, but one 

undeniable truth emerges in the Perlot-Louvel arrangement: despite an unconventional 

division of gendered labor, their arrangement was successful with each utilizing his 

talents in a way which helped the other accomplish his goals. Their arrangement was 

undoubtedly the exception rather than the rule.    

For male miners with limited skills or tastes for cooking, sewing and cleaning, the 

arrival of women in the camps must have been a welcome relief. For women like 

Jerusha Merrill and Luzena Wilson whose skills neatly dovetailed with the miner’s 

needs, a distinct opportunity for these nineteenth-century American women to capitalize 

on the domestic role they already comfortably performed was apparent. That the 

domestic services of any woman had a market value intrinsically challenged the 

Victorian cultural framework from which the definition of gendered “women’s” work 

materialized. The coverture laws originally meant to help Americans articulate the status 

of a woman in a marriage (a woman was considered under the protection and authority 

of her husband) and the expectation that she perform the domestic and sexual duties 

necessary to keep her husband satisfied; the intention behind these laws was to 
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mandate economic dependency for American women.79 The laws were certainly not 

intended to present an opportunity to capitalize—and therefore find quantitative value—

on her domesticity. The entrepreneurial women of the California gold rush successfully 

delineated the spheres of home and market by utilizing the common bond of their 

domesticity. 

If a woman’s value was a reflection of her husband’s financial status, one could 

speculate that for wealthy women arriving in the gold regions may not have been 

interested in earning money using their domestic skills. If, however, a woman’s financial 

situation changed suddenly and dramatically, how she responded to a significant loss in 

income would determine her eligibility to be considered an entrepreneur.  

 Consider the experiences of Thomas and Mary Jane Megquier from Turner, 

Maine, who caught gold fever. Mary Jane, like Louise Clappe was a proper doctor’s wife 

who did not need to work in California. However, unlike Clappe, Mary Jane Megquier 

was interested in using her domestic skills to earn money in the demographically 

skewed upside-down world of the California gold rush. During their journey to California 

by way of ship through the Isthmus of Panama, Mary Jane was acutely aware of her 

status as a woman when she commented “I have enjoyed it much better than I 

expected, there is about two hundred gentlemen and I am the only lady and in that 

case, I receive every attention.”80 Onboard, Mary Jane heard enthusiastic rumors from 

passengers returning to the mining camps. She wrote, “the news…far exceeds our 

                                                            
79 Sparks, 59. 
80 Kaufmann, xvi, 11. According to Polly Welts Kaufmann, Mary Jane Megquier got swept up in the 
storytelling of her romantic adventure. She led others to believe she was the first women to go to 
California by way of the rugged Panama route, thus validating her pioneering spirit. However, Mary 
Jane’s status as the ‘first’ cannot be definitively ascertained. In Winthrop, Maine, she is still credited as 
being the first woman to cross the Isthmus en route to California thus maintaining her heroine status. 
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expectations, every man that goes to the mines picks up a fortune…as ladies are very 

scarce, I expect to make money in the way of odd jobs such as cooking and attending 

the sick.”81 Once Mary Jane and Thomas were settled in San Francisco, her letters 

home to her friends and relatives echoed the same enthusiasm and optimism about her 

anticipated success in her business pursuits because “it is so expensive getting 

womens work they [Thomas Megquier and his partner Cyrus Richmond] think it will pay 

well.”82 To her dear friend Milton, Mary Jane confided “When I found out how much the 

ladies were appreciated in the far west, be assured I was ready to start, (not only for 

their help, but for their good influence upon society…).”83 

Mary Jane accurately evaluates societal expectations of her as a woman: she is 

to be a helpmeet for her husband, submit to his ambition and serve as a moral influence 

on the raucous inhabitants of San Francisco. As one in the first waves of gold-seekers 

arriving in San Francisco, Mary Jane saw the opportunity to make money everywhere 

she looked. Using some of the “family” money, Mary Jane set up a small 

boardinghouse; her husband established a medical and pharmaceutical practice with 

his partner Cyrus Richmond. As Thomas’ practice grew and flourished, Mary Jane 

proved to be remarkably successful in her boardinghouse enterprise. By November 

1849, all five rooms in her establishment were fully occupied and she started to stash 

gold away in order to provide for her children.84 

Mary Jane does not fully conform to the image of domestic ideology, however. By 

leaving her children in Maine, she falls short of the full role of wife and mother as 
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prescribed by cultural expectations. Admittedly, leaving her children was one of the 

most difficult decisions Mary Jane made, but she always kept the hope alive that money 

made in California would ultimately benefit her children so the decision was sufficiently 

sensible.85  Her decision exacerbated this tension of trying to coexist successfully in the 

two spheres of domesticity and marketability. To be sure, she prospered in her 

boardinghouse enterprise, but her success came at the expense of her foregoing her 

ultimate responsibilities as a mother. 

Although Mary Jane was financially comfortable prior to immigrating to California, 

she went with a business plan in mind. She did not have to work, rather, she hoped to 

cash in on the gold frenzy and make her own fortune. Had her boardinghouse venture 

been unsuccessful, she might have retired to a position of “lady of luxury” because of 

her husband’s financial success in California. The wishful promise Mary Jane made to 

her daughter Angeline of coming home “in about one year…with an apron full [of gold] 

…” was ominous; life in California was anything but instant wealth for the Megquiers.86  

Thomas’ health steadily declined after arriving in California and his business 

partner died unexpectedly in 1852 legally tying up the Megquier’s one-half interest in the 

medical business which created a tremendous financial strain for them. In addition to 

boarders, Mary Jane found herself taking in odd sewing and cleaning jobs to augment 

what she earned as a boardinghouse owner and to juggle the financial obligations of her 

family on both coasts. Working for “wages” did not become a necessity for Mary Jane 

until her situation took a swift and dramatic change for the worse. It is how she 

responded in the face of an emergency that merits attention. In the entrepreneurial 
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spirit, she organized her business by adding a wider range of services like laundry and 

sewing for boarders; she operated the boardinghouse by day and did the sewing and 

cleaning after hours; and, she assumed the financial responsibilities and risks of 

operating her own enterprise, untangling her husband’s financial legal mess, and 

managing the financial needs of her family in San Francisco and Maine. 

Flexibility and variety in job description and skill set was necessary for a female 

entrepreneur. If one particular service such as cooking became too competitive once 

more women arrived in California, thus driving down prices, successful female 

entrepreneurs did what Mary Jane Megquier was forced to do: diversify. A somewhat 

amusing example of market diversification comes from the experiences of Mrs. Lucy 

Rutledge Cooke from Davenport, Iowa. After settling into a remote mining camp in El 

Dorado County, Lucy wrote newsy letters to her sister describing her work as a 

laundress and cook. Her letters also delineate a stream of complaints about her 

isolation, lack of goods, and business woes. Cooke came to terms with the fact that she 

would no longer be able to wear beautiful silk dresses because in addition to being 

unable to locate any fabric other than cotton, she was unable to find the seamstress she 

met on the journey to California. She even convinced herself that she could tolerate her 

husband’s lackluster mining skills which failed to produce the results he promised.87 She 

could not, however, understand the miner’s mentality when it came to their laundry.  “I 

have earned but a little lately,” Lucy wrote lamenting the increased competition, “there 

being more females arrive whom I suppose the miners think more needy.” Ever 

pragmatic, she continues her lament by discussing her marked level of productivity in 
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her ability to “wash 30 shirts in one day” in addition to preparing meals for her husbands 

and other miners. Her frustration is palpable as she wonders why some miners pay the 

going rate of eight dollars per week for board when she only charges seven.88 

On the surface, Lucy’s letters have a humorous quality, but the subtext is quite 

revealing. She expressed her dissatisfaction with how her work is valued. She is 

competent and efficient in both laundry and food preparation yet some miners prefer to 

engage the services of some of the newer camp arrivals. Lucy adjusted her price to 

combat the competition and she still did not get her desired results. Her entrepreneurial 

spirit is evident; she began work in White Rock as a laundress, transitioned to a 

boardinghouse provider, and eventually turned the boardinghouse into a “tavern” as she 

resorted to selling alcohol in order to make money until her husband Willie, a failed 

miner, found “proper employment” which would take them home.89 That Lucy and Willie 

stayed as long as they did in one mining camp—at least one year—is a testament to 

Lucy’s broad range of domestic skills and ability to diversify; Willie’s claim never 

produced what he thought it would which left Lucy in a position to step in as provider or 

at least as one responsible for supplementing the family income. 

There are several similar stories which describe the adaptability required to 

survive and succeed in an ever-changing market with an unpredictable demand. 

Newlywed Jessie Cameron Anderson embarked on an adventure with her husband 

Duncan; in 1852, the couple lived in a mining camp in Calaveras County and quickly 

realized the stories of abundant gold were more legend than fact.  “Dunk” planned to 

make his fortune in one to two years but when he was unable to extract sufficient gold 
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to support himself and Jessie, she employed a plan of her own. To supplement the 

family income, Jessie raised and sold chickens and cows, drove Duncan’s wagon 

between two mining camps as a transport service and hunted local game to sell to other 

miners. From Mount Pleasant Ranch in April 1856, Jessie wrote to her mother and 

sisters that she and Dunk even sold ice.90  

Gold rush novice Mary Ballou, in a series of letters written to loved ones in New 

Hampshire, listed the additional tasks she undertook as a boardinghouse owner. During 

the journey to California by steamer, Mary “stopt at Panamar” for two weeks and “earnt 

12 Dollars while there making Pants.”91 As an extension of her boardinghouse, Mary’s 

money-making enterprises included nursing adults and babies which evidently paid well, 

cooking large holiday feasts, scaring hogs and mules out of her boardinghouse kitchen 

which had no doors, and making flags, candles and soap in addition to occasionally 

gold mining.92 

Jessie Cameron Anderson’s and Mary Ballou’s response to the varied and 

changing needs of their respective communities is not unusual; yet, their response is 

indicative of the domestic ideology prevalent in the nineteenth century. Both acted 

without hesitation when a new need arose. Louise Clappe reveals an observation she 

made about a new arrival at the diggings in Rich Bar, the mining camp where she and 

husband Fayette resided. Like Mary Ballou, the woman in Clappe’s narrative faced her 

challenges as they came and adapted her response to fit the situation. For instance, on 
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the overland journey to California, the woman’s husband died leaving her with “eight 

sons and one daughter.” No one in her party was willing to take her home, so the 

woman forged ahead with her children in tow. When she arrived in the Rich Bar camp, 

the woman immediately busied herself with washing and ironing shirts so that she could 

provide food for her children.93 In the absence of a husband and with small children to 

look after, the woman in Clappe’s narrative demonstrated nothing less than a heroic 

entrepreneurial spirit. 

For the women who established businesses in the early days in gold rush 

California, by virtue of how California’s statutes read, the women did not own the 

enterprise; rather, the business, its generated revenue and machinery and supplies 

necessary to operate that business legally belonged to their husbands. In April 1852, 

California passed legislation called the Sole Trader Act which recognized and 

legitimized women as business owners. Prior to the law’s enactment, women operated 

a variety of businesses which ranged from general stores to brothels, boardinghouses 

to dressmaking shops. After April 1852, the State of California recognized their 

enterprises as property separate from marital property; the law would stay in effect until 

the 1980s.94  

During the legislative debates prior to the enactment of the Sole Trader Law, 

proponents argued that while a husband may experience a period of “lucrative 

speculations,” mining was unpredictable and fortunes could vanish as quickly as 
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Myers 43 
 

amassed.95 If a miner was married, the proponents reasoned, a wife should receive 

protection from the recklessness of her husband’s speculations in the event his fortune 

evaporated. By contrast, opponents of the law using the familiar Victorian rhetoric 

argued,  

God made woman frail, lovely, dependent…This doctrine of women’s rights, is 
the doctrine of those mental hermaphrodites Abby Folsom, Fanny Wright and the 
rest of that tribe. I entreat that so such clause may be put in this Constitution…It 
is often the case that the union takes place between a man of little or no 
property, and a woman of immense landed estate. But do you mean to say that, 
under such circumstances, the husband must remain a dependent on his wife? A 
dependent upon her bounty? Would you, in short, make Prince Albert’s of us 
all?96 
 

The opponents further argued that promoting a wife from “head clerk to partner” violated 

the order of nature and was contrary to the real interests of the marriage. Yet a voice of 

reason emerged which may have helped the legislation pass. Notable Civil War military 

figure Henry Halleck noted that passage of the law might entice women from the 

eastern United States to join the lonely bachelors in California.97 

There are more layers to this law than simply public and official recognition of 

women-owned businesses. Until the passage of the sole trader statute, the husband 

had management and control of “both community property and the wife’s separate 

property.”98 Under the provisions of the new statute, the business income of the wife 

remained hers alone and could not be used to satisfy the debts of the husband, 

regardless of the nature of community property. By the same token, a husband could 
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not use his wife’s enterprise to hide his assets from his creditors.99 A common thread 

woven throughout several of the gold rush diaries is the tale of unmet expectations 

whereby a husband coerced his wife to join him in his quest for riches only to face 

hardship and bitter disappointment. Likewise, letters and journals abound with testimony 

from entrepreneurial women who responded to their husbands’ failures by creating a 

niche for themselves in a dynamic market by selling their domestic ideology. 

Although the Sole Trader Act gave businesswomen in gold rush California a 

tangible right to protect their investment of time, energy and innovation, the statute was 

deemed “constitutionally suspect” by the California Law Revision Commission in 1980 

and regarded as a “relic of the 19th century California marital property system.”100 The 

Commission further argued that the statute offered protection from a husband’s debt, a 

protection unavailable to wage-earning women without a sole enterprise. By 

contemporary legal standards and understanding, abrogation of the statute makes 

sense; however, this piece of legislation was crucial for the entrepreneurial women of 

California for many reasons: her name on her enterprise legally acknowledged her 

efforts, her financial successes could not be marred by a husband’s failures or gambling 

debts, and most importantly, the statute was a “right” in an era with limited women’s 

rights. 

Some women entered the California gold regions and by using their domestic 

skills, insinuated themselves in the middle of an unprecedented economic opportunity. 

These opportunities were available to those who artfully interpreted the social disorder 
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and capitalized on the world turned upside down. The heavily distorted ratio of men 

compared to women allowed women to utilize their domestic skills in a manner whereby 

they replaced household services on a commercial basis.  

 Despite the alluring articles in newspapers and magazines aimed at attracting 

fortune-seeking men to the California gold mines, the reality is few ever realized the 

kind of wealth for which they hoped. Sarah Royce whose husband failed miserably at 

mining admitted that “mining was a lottery.”101 Similarly, Louise Clappe commented on 

the completely random essence of mining and pointed out the irony in pitting man 

against nature. To Clappe, fortune defied all logic: wealthy, educated men with a 

collection of tools at their disposal often left the gold fields empty-handed while other 

miners with significantly fewer resources might bang two rocks together and strike it 

rich.102 With regard to making a fortune in gold mining, the skilled and unskilled and the 

literate and illiterate stood an equal chance of uncovering the nuggets. 

 Entrepreneurial women emerged as an economic stabilizing force. Many women 

carved a niche in the turbulent gold regions and successfully negotiated the 

marketplace which symbolically paved the way for future generations of business-

minded women. More importantly, some women made tremendous fortunes despite 

their husband’s mining failures. When Luzena Wilson’s empire grew exponentially, her 

husband gave up his mining operation to join her in her enterprise. What did this move 

say about how nineteenth-century American men valued labor and traditionally gender-

specific roles for men? Mr. Wilson’s response is counterintuitive to American notions of 

prescribed gendered labor roles in the mid-1800s.  
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The fact that men in the absence of women performed “women’s work” is well-

documented. What remains a mystery is why more men did not readily embrace the 

idea that women’s work was profitable during the gold rush frenzy. With the exception of 

notable captains of industry such as Levi Strauss, most men steered clear of engaging 

in domestic, women’s labor unless it was absolutely necessary and then, certainly not 

for profit. Some men staunchly adhered to prescribed gendered labors roles even if it 

resulted in their financial demise. Mr. Wilson paid no attention to conventional wisdom 

as he helped Luzena build an empire; his willingness to cross a traditional labor 

construction demonstrates his unusual character. For Wilson, his public and private 

spheres intersected creating, at least in his family, a new definition of man’s work. 

In the waning days of the gold rush, the normalization and civilization of 

Californian society, so vehemently encouraged by Eliza Farnham and Sarah Royce, 

became a reality. More women arrived in California bringing with them a cultural identity 

which defined their roles as reformer, nurturer and civilizer, the West coast began to 

resemble the East coast. 

 

“…all the negroes and spanish in town. I do not like it…” 

News of the California gold discovery had global reach as hopeful prospectors 

from all over the world descended upon a relatively small section of Central and 

Northern California.  Gold rush diaries, journals and newspaper articles devoted 

considerable space to the discussion of other inhabitants of foreign extraction or distinct 

“otherness.” When examining the California gold rush to find cultural value and 

meaning, it is important to consider how entrepreneurial women responded to racial and 
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ethnic differences. In the strained ethnic amalgamation of gold rush California, some 

women ignored racial boundaries and preconceived notions of otherness, one exploited 

the cultural expectations of her race, while still others did not find a common ground 

with people of different ethnic and religious backgrounds. The 49ers tested the limits of 

racial identity; Anglo-Americans allowed access to opportunities in wealth-building to 

some ethnic groups such as western Europeans. Other less fortunate ethnically 

divergent groups became targets of oppression, abuse and violence. 

Prior to the discovery of gold in 1848 and the subsequent cessation of California 

to the United States by Mexico, Californios and several native tribes in addition to white 

settlers populated primarily the cities of San Francisco, Sacramento and Stockton. 

Proximity mattered as the gold regions were quickly populated by those who could 

arrive swiftly: Hawaiians, Mexicans and Asians.103 “Foreigners” and indigenous peoples 

inhabited the gold country before the first ships bringing east coast Americans landed in 

San Francisco Bay or a successful overland journey could be made. The Argonauts 

from the East Coast brought to California their ideology of Manifest Destiny and strict 

Victorian values; the inherent Anglo-Protestant attitude of superiority of the American 

Argonauts would collide with the cultural sensibilities of “foreign” Argonauts as both 

groups struggled to establish a framework for a new worldview of cultural expression 

and ethnic tolerance.104 

One of the first hints of the cultural friction which would prove to be pervasive 

during the gold rush era occurred before miners reached California’s gold fields; in 

Central America, Americans from the eastern United States--having crossed the 
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Isthmus of Panama on donkey or horseback--waiting for ship’s passage to San 

Francisco Bay encountered numerous groups of Peruvians and Chileans waiting to do 

the same. Historian Malcolm Rohrbough notes that tensions mounted as the waiting 

North Americans felt the South Americans were taking up precious room onboard which 

“rightfully belonged to them;” the anxious speculators reasoned that since the gold was 

discovered on U. S. soil, naturally, North American prospectors  had proprietary 

claim.105 South Americans might claim that much of California, and certainly the region 

in this study, had been colonized by Spain and Christianized by the Roman Catholic 

Church which stood in stark contrast to Anglo-American ideology. By late 1848, as gold-

seekers from the eastern United States started trickling in, not only would they confront 

unfamiliar nationalities, but the fundamental differences in religion would also serve as a 

source of conflict.106  

Although the focus of this discussion is women and how they responded to a 

window of economic opportunity, central to the argument is how converging 

nationalities, ethnicities and cultures acknowledged each other and often, the response 

was not favorable. An example of xenophobic anxiety which escalated to the creation of 

a law is best demonstrated by “an Act for the better regulation of the Mines and the 
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the coveted El Dorado, native Indian tribes and Catholic missionaries all walked in and around the area 
bursting with the precious ore yet apparently failed to look downward. The discovery was officially made 
on January 24, 1848 while the area later referred to as the California territory was the possession of 
Mexico and would remain so until the final acceptance and ratification of the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo 
in May 1848. In accordance with the terms of the Treaty, Mexico ceded what is now California, New 
Mexico, Nevada and most of Arizona. Mexican officials signed their portion of the Treaty nine days after 
the fortuitous find on February 2, 1848 yet it would take the U. S. and additional three months to send the 
Treaty to the appropriate branches of the legislature for approval. In all fairness, the gold actually 
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government of foreign miners,” commonly referred to as the Foreign Miners’ Tax.107 

Responding to complaints that Sonorans and Chileans far outnumbered American 

miners in some of the mining regions, and that these groups had taken at least $20 

million in gold out of the earth which belonged to the Unites States, the State of 

California imposed a stringent levy of twenty dollars per month for all miners of non-

American citizenship.108 Simply put, if forced to pay a hefty tax every month as a cost of 

conducting his quest, a discouraged and disgruntled foreigner might willingly return to 

his homeland. Whatever the amount of revenue generated from the tax was 

inconsequential; however, it is noteworthy that the ardent sense of nationalism exhibited 

by the Americans created a palpable tension.  

No ethnic group resented and opposed the tax more than the French who simply 

refused to pay. In The Shirley Letters, Louise Clappe recounts for her sister Molly that 

“…the dead body of a Frenchman was found in the river…on examination of the body, it 

was the general opinion that he had been murdered [for failure to pay the tax, especially 

in light of his recent good fortune]…and suspicion has, as yet, fallen upon no person.”109 

The Foreign Miners’ Tax drew worldwide attention as journalists from Europe and South 

America filed reports with their respective newspapers and publications. Some English-

speaking foreigners like Canadian William Perkins complained that often the twenty 

dollar tax exceeded a miner’s monthly gain.110 This international tug-of-war would play 

out in the remote mining camps with those speaking English emerging as the victors.111  
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Given this situation, women of color in the California gold rush found carving a 

niche for themselves in the extraordinary economic opportunity nearly impossible. Their 

Anglo-American and white western European sisters stood a much better chance of 

venture viability. To be sure, the French miners vehemently opposed the Foreign 

Miners’ Tax, but some non-mining French cleverly capitalized on the American 

imagination. Many nineteenth-century Americans believed the French were mysterious 

and exotic which enabled French Argonauts to parlay this assumption into wealth.  

At the same time gold was discovered in California, half-way across the globe, 

France was embroiled in civil unrest. Emigration to California offered the French a 

much-needed change of scenery and the opportunity to increase their personal fortune 

in a short time. The grueling six-month trip by ship—only slightly shorter if the route to 

California was via the Isthmus of Panama—many believed, was worth the hardship in 

light of the riches they were eager to uncover.112  

 According to historian Claudine Chalmers, from early 1849 to late 1850, no 

country in Europe fell under the thrall of “gold fever” more intensely than France. More 

than eighty mining companies with names like La Fortune, La Californienne, and 

L´Eldorado sold millions of shares to ambitious French investors and sailed to 

California.  By 1851, French miners and merchants managed to send an estimated $80 

million home. For many of the Frenchwomen Argonauts, their economic survival and 

success depended upon their innovation and ability to meet the demands of the 

burgeoning gold rush society. Chalmers suggests that French women had sanguine 
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expectations for success because they were mysterious and exotic, but especially 

because they were French.113 

Published reports from the gold fields reflect this American fascination with the 

French and their habits. A newspaper journalist in Sacramento interviewed a French 

couple in December, 1850, after he witnessed the woman working with unparalleled 

diligence. He described the woman engaged in masculine endeavors such as carrying 

dirt over a quarter of a mile where it was to be washed. He observed her “toiling with 

her—will not say her better, but her equal half—from dusky morn to dewy eve dressed 

in veritable pantaloons, a frock coat, boots, and a tarpaulin hat…[having] assumed the 

habiliments of the sterner sex.”114 The unnamed journalist makes a curious observation 

about the anonymous French woman working as hard as her husband by twisting the 

axiom “better half” to define more accurately a well-balanced partnership in the work 

detail of these two miners. And although the article was written in the early years of the 

gold rush, this French couple had already earned enough money to return to France 

and live out their days in affluence for “such heroism and toil deserve success.”115 Did 

the author intend to imply that success was certain for this woman because she worked 

as hard as a man, dressed like a man, or simply because she was French? The article 

conveys the author’s fascination with all three ideas and undoubtedly echoed a similar 

fascination from his readers.  

In an Alta California article appearing in the publication in 1850, another journalist 

describes a similar encounter with a French female miner dressed as a man. His 

description of a diminutive figure dressed in pantaloons and a red flannel shirt was 
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laced with a hint of sensuality as if to suggest there was much boldness in dressing 

outside of one’s gendered attire; the provocative style of dress added to the confusion 

of perceived notions of normalcy in gold rush California.116 

In addition to these miners, Frenchwomen reportedly flocked to specific types of 

business once in California. After the passage of the Foreign Miners’ Tax in April 1850 

(a tax which accounted for nearly one-half of the tax revenues collected annually until its 

repeal in 1870), a small minority of French émigrés actually panned for gold; but, the 

majority of Frenchwomen preferred more delicate (and certainly less muddy) methods 

of gold mining: gambling, entertaining and escorting.117  The Foreign Miner’s Tax did not 

incorporate wealth gained from entertainment gold mining, so often, these entertainers 

amassed great wealth. 

Gambling was a “pleasure more enticing than virtue” which captivated the 

attention of French women.118 In San Francisco and other mining towns large and small, 

French women dealt card games such as faro or twenty-one or merely sat as paid 

escorts to miners anxious to increase their gold digging winnings. A mysterious woman 

arrived in San Francisco in the early 1850s determined to find love, but “the Western 

heart throb I’m after is not a man, but that glittery rock lying among the foothills of the 

gold country.”119 Wanting to make her fortune by dealing vingt-et-un120 and knowing that 

San Francisco was pregnant with competition, this enigmatic woman, Mademoiselle 

Eleanora DuMont, established her gambling hall called the Hotel de Paris in Nevada 
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119 JoAnn Chartier and Chris Enss, With Great Hope: Women of the California Gold Rush (Helena, MT: 
Falcon Publishing, 2000) 48. 
120 Chartier, 49. The game vingt-et-un is the table game also known as Black Jack or 21. 
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City, California, in 1854.121 She was, as it turns out, neither French nor exotic, rather a 

shrewd and calculating businesswoman who knew the numbers were stacked in her 

favor and she stealthily finessed the French fervor sweeping the nation.  As mentioned, 

when historian Ralph Mann scrutinized the 1850 census of Nevada City, California, he 

noted a population consisting of mostly males. By the time Mme. DuMont arrived in 

Nevada City, the isolated, lonely, and moderately wealthy miners were just the client 

base she needed to thrust her into almost instant affluence.  

 DuMont set out to make the Hotel de Paris the de rigeur saloon of the mining 

districts; the saloon was finely appointed and was the most upscale establishment for 

miles. Eleanora treated all of her customers with the utmost respect and 

professionalism; her business demeanor was decidedly more civilized than that of her 

male counterparts. In addition to whiskey, she served champagne. If a miner was in a 

particular streak of bad luck, she would offer a free meal and often a room in which to 

stay. She was a deft card dealer, maintained the nicest establishment in town, dressed 

impeccably and smelled intoxicating. Curious to see the beautiful lady gambler, men 

traveled from towns well beyond Nevada City to the Hotel; rival hotels hired women just 

so they could compete. Eleanora’s popularity made the few wives in Nevada City more 

than just a little nervous.122 

In less than one year after arriving in Nevada City, she had “amassed a 

fortune.”123  There was a kernel of truth to the notion that Americans valued the French 

culture in the nineteenth century. If an out-of-work waitress from New Orleans could 

assume a spurious identity, board a ship headed for California and wind up fabulously 
                                                            
121 Chalmers, 145; French called gambling halls ‘hells.’ 
122 Chartier, 49. 
123 Chartier, 50. 
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wealthy in less than a year because she passed herself off as a French mademoiselle, 

her clients easily bought the clever ruse. Eleanora was innovative in that she identified 

current cultural attractions and she turned that attraction into a successful enterprise. 

Historian Joseph Henry Jackson argues that much of Eleanora’s success was due to 

her ability to “understand men in general and the California miner in particular.”124 

Eleanora proved that one’s destiny could be transformed by one’s energy. 

The ability to gauge an economic climate and opportunity accurately lay at the 

foundation of a gold rush rags-to-riches story. Another woman bent on grabbing her 

piece of gold was Mary Ellen Pleasant. Amid the antebellum undercurrent of intense 

racial awareness, this African-American woman arrived in gold rush San Francisco 

intent on making her mark in the marketplace precisely the way Eleanora did: she 

exploited a pre-existing tide of cultural and social sentiment. Mary Ellen profited from 

the Anglo-American image of a southern black woman by assuming the persona of a 

southern “Mammy” as she provided laundry and boardinghouse services. She 

embraced societal expectations of her as a woman by performing gender-specific skills 

for a mostly male and domestically challenged clientele as well as by conforming to 

social conventions towards her as a southern black woman. She called herself Mammy 

Pleasant and insinuated herself into economic, social, and cultural spheres to which she 

would otherwise be unwelcome. By playing the role of slave/servant, she amassed a 

tremendous fortune and eventually owned significant real estate holdings in San 

Francisco, yet Mammy Pleasant’s success is the exception rather than the rule; most 

                                                            
124 Joseph Henry Jackson, Anybody’s Gold: The Story of California’s Mining Towns (San Francisco: 
Chronicle Books, 1970) 124. 
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women of color or some form of “otherness” did not experience lavish results in their 

enterprises.125  

In this upside down world where miners learned to expect the unusual and the 

unusual was transformed into the mundane, the presence of blacks in the mining towns 

and camps must have piqued a miner’s curiosity because, despite the confluence of 

myriad nationalities, cultures and ethnicities, blacks were still rare. As a provision of the 

Compromise of 1850, the latest in a series of policy initiatives aimed at settling the 

matter of the “peculiar institution” of slavery, California was admitted to the Union as a 

free state. California’s “free” status did not prevent gold-seeking slaveholders from 

bringing their labor force with them into the gold fields and the state was logistically 

beyond the reach of those wishing to enforce another proviso of the Compromise of 

1850, the beefed up Fugitive Slave Act. The gold fields were an ideal laboratory setting 

to test the increasingly popular political and economic ideology of the free labor 

movement.126 

Due to the exponential population growth, the State of California conducted a 

census in 1852 independent from the federal census taken every ten years. In 

Calaveras County, the census documented a total of 17056 white males and only 97 

white females living in a collection of small mining enclaves with names like Jackson, 

Dry Town, Volcano, and Angel’s Camp. Also documented in the same county are 10340 

males and 395 females of “foreign” origin; although this particular census does not 

specify the ethnicities of the 395 females, notice their numbers are four times that of 

                                                            
125 Sparks, 65. 
126Eric Foner, Free Soil, Free Labor, Free Men: The Ideology of the Republican Party before the Civil War 
(New York: Oxford University Press US, 1995) xiii.  
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their white counterparts.127 In addition to the obvious disparity between the numbers in 

population of gender, the delineation of “white” and “foreign” is conspicuous. Did “white” 

mean American or did the differentiation refer to skin color? Did foreign refer to 

nationality or ethnicity or was that comment a distinction of skin color?  

The same census notes the Thomas McKinney family from Virginia, a family 

comprised of Thomas, a white miner, wife Frances, also a white miner, and Fanney, 

age 9 and Toney, age 13. The girls were black and no occupation is documented. 

Contemplation of this mixed family presents an array of questions. The girls were not 

white, so were their numbers included in the “foreign” column? And, while it is entirely 

possible that Thomas McKinney of Virginia was the biological father of the two girls, 

nowhere on the census document were the children listed as offspring. Were the girls 

slaves transported for the purpose of chattel labor into a state which theoretically did not 

permit slavery? Because early census-taking procedures were not sophisticated and the 

enumerated territory rugged and remote, the mystery of the relationship between the 

McKinneys and the two girls must remain buried. This one family listed on one page of 

fifty stands out because the girls are the only blacks in all of Calaveras County in 

1852.128 

In the early gold rush period, blacks in the gold regions were uncommon and 

likely a novelty. An article entitled “Lady Miners in California” ran in the New York Herald 

in January 1850; the colorful article captures the rarity of blacks in the mining regions.. 

The reporter posted a vivid account of his encounter with “two intelligent and beautiful 

young ladies…found near the Sacramento [River] and almost thirty miles from any other 
                                                            
127 “Calaveras County,” California State Census, 1852, California State Archive, Sacramento, California. 
128 “Calaveras County,” California State Census, 1852, California State Archive, Sacramento, California. 
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digging…with no attendant except an old grey beard negro…whom they enticed to 

accompany them, and who is the servant of the father of one of them.”129 The 

placement of this article on the front page of the publication and near the center meant 

to draw the attention of the reader. The enthusiastic journalist continues, 

The eldest of these girls was not twenty. It seems their imagination had become 
excited by the gold stories which they had heard, and they had determined to try 
their hands at making a fortune. The old negro was past work and was left in the 
camp during the day to look after the household affairs and keep watch while the 
girls pursued their mining operations. When the party [the reporter and his 
entourage investigating the reports of the teenaged miners] reached their camp, 
the old darky was alone in it but the girls came in during the day and received 
their visitors hospitably. They expressed no fear of being molested or robbed and 
said that they should leave for home when they had accumulated $10,000; they 
had already gathered $7,000.  They were from Florida and the youngest ran 
away from school to enter upon the expedition. 

This article illuminates the cultural, social and racial imagination of the 

nineteenth-century American. The girls are heroines positioned against the backdrop of 

the wild and ruthless California frontier. Is the article more about the girls’ bravado and 

moxie or is the author’s intent to punctuate the socially and culturally oblique nature of 

this unnatural work detail? The girls undoubtedly “borrowed” the aged slave to assist 

them in their endeavor, yet transporting stolen property across state lines was as much 

a criminal offense as much as stealing the slave from the father’s farm or plantation. 

Swept up in the infectious gold fever, it is unlikely the girls thought the plan through to 

its entirety. By bringing the old man with them, the girls confronted embedded racial 

conventions head-on but even more telling is the reversal of prescribed nineteenth-

century gendered labor roles; the teens practiced the less than genteel art of panning 

for gold—man’s work—while the old man tended to hearth and home.  

                                                            
129 “Lady Miners in California,” The New York Herald, January 23, 1850, page 1, column 3. 
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The stories of African-Americans interacting with the gold rush event are limited. 

The successes of Mammy Pleasant were promising for new generations of women and 

blacks hoping to engage in similar independent, entrepreneurial ventures. Perhaps their 

stories are few in number because of the sectionalism conflict which distracted the 

attention of the United States outside of California. It is likewise plausible that few 

Southern blacks had the means or freedom to embark on the California gold-seeking 

quest. The issue of slavery aside, the political ideology of the free soil movement would 

be strenuously tested in California in the microcosm of the gold fields. 

In antebellum America, the northern states gravitated towards increased 

manufacturing and industrialization; the notion that upward mobility was indeed possible 

if not expected was a pervasive Northern attitude which stood in stark contrast to the 

Southern economy and lifestyle. To understand this chasm, one must only look as far 

as the fundamental tenets of free labor ideology. From the onset, free labor ideology 

was the manifestation of strict Protestant values: “frugality, diligent work, and sobriety.” 

Further, the free labor ideology placed a great emphasis on the value of labor and the 

laboring class, the achievability of upward mobility and the assumption of economic 

independence.130 For the “native” Americans, free labor ideology was the embodiment 

of Protestant values and as such, their lives reflected honoring God and an adherence 

to Biblical doctrine.131 

 Although free labor ideology was grounded in the Protestant work ethic which 

considered the nobility of labor as an “article of faith,” its emphasis was on social 

                                                            
130 Foner, 11-16, 20-23. 
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mobility and economic expansion. The framers of free labor ideology set out to make 

labor honorable. By placing such value on labor, this concept was pivotal in the 

formation of the Republican party because it expressed a coherent social outlook and 

served as a model of a good society. By placing such devotion on the laboring class, 

the framers of free labor ideology willingly offered support to those wishing to advance 

their socioeconomic station; the valuation of labor paved the way for upward social 

mobility.132  

The laborer expected to better himself because “equality of opportunity in 

American society generated a social mobility which assured that today’s laborer would 

be tomorrow’s capitalist.”133 The presumption was that one should constantly be moving 

toward a better life and that anything less clearly demonstrated laziness.134 Yet if a 

nineteenth-century woman’s labor was conducted in the home, where was her 

opportunity for upward mobility? Did the presumption of a man’s innate desire for 

upward mobility not apply to a woman? Clearly, the entrepreneurial women in gold rush 

California evoked a similar ambition; in order to advance their socioeconomic station, 

they removed their gendered labor roles from the home and insinuated those domestic 

skills in the middle of a felicitous marketplace.  

Judging another’s work ethic, especially a foreigner’s work ethic, was a 

consistent theme in many of the gold rush diaries and journals. Upon encountering a 

Californio, an unknown Yankee quickly characterized him as marginally productive. In 

his diary, he offered commentary on Californios collectively describing them as 

“miserable people who sleep and smoke and hum some tune of Castilian laziness, while 
                                                            
132 Foner, 11-13. 
133 Foner, 20. 
134 Foner, 24. 
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surrounding Nature is inviting them to the noblest and richest rewards of honorable 

toil.”135 This brief entry harshly addresses key components of Protestant values. The 

Californio in question is presumably ill-equipped for an honest day’s labor, harbors no 

desire for upward mobility and desecrates God’s temple by smoking. 

For boardinghouse owner Mary Jane Megquier, dealing with people from 

dissonant origins left her exhausted and dramatically impacted the day-to-day operation 

of her business. In a letter to her daughter Angie, Mary Jane agonized about the weekly 

marketing presumably in a general store or larger mercantile setting. Here, Mary Jane 

met “all the negroes and spanish in town. I do not like it…”136 When the operation of the 

boardinghouse became more than Mary Jane could handle on her own, she employed a 

young Chinese boy, yet even the lad, Mary Jane’s faithful servant, did not escape her 

scorn. In describing her domestic helper to Angie, Mary Jane wrote, “I will begin by 

telling you of my domestic trials, my China boy was so ugly that I could do nothing with 

him.”137 Mary Jane does not specifically address the boy’s infraction but one can infer 

her did not measure up to her standard of work ethic or his appearance so displeasing 

that she was unable to make beneficial use of their arrangement. Mary Jane’s 

intolerance for other races was not unusual according to historian Malcolm J. 

Rohrbough. In describing racial tensions of the time he writes: 

In addition to exhibiting a long-standing hostility against the California Indians, by 
1850, groups of miners also had moved against the Mexicans, the Chileans, and 
thereafter, the French…The 49ers brought racism and intolerance with them, 
along with everything else. Racial, cultural, and linguistic differences provoked 
criticism…The sense of a larger community in the Gold Rush was not 
commodious enough to wipe out distinctions of race, religion, and origin. In this 
sense, California and the Gold Rush were already very American.138 

                                                            
135 Holliday, 30. 
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138 Rohrbough, 89-90. 



Myers 61 
 

 

Mary Jane’s detail-oriented letters to Angie and other family members never mention 

the ethnic origins of her clientele which is a curious omission. It stands to reason Mary 

Jane took in foreign boarders, yet receiving money from a foreigner for food and lodging 

is entirely different than having to pay a foreigner for goods and services.  

 Anglo-American women such as Mary Jane Megquier, Jerusha Merrill and 

Luzena Wilson made modest fortunes during the gold rush largely because they 

embraced an entrepreneurial spirit and forged ahead with an innovative business plan 

despite personal adversity but also because they were white women living and working 

in an Anglo-dominant culture. In contrast, indigenous women and women of color, for 

the most part, did not capitalize on the unprecedented economic event. There are, 

however, scattered instances of successful businesses owned and operated by women 

of color. Like Mammy Pleasant, a small group of Mexican and Indian women struck it 

rich in the laundry industry in early gold rush San Francisco. The “Washerwomen of the 

Bay” positioned their corporate headquarters at the edge of a pond and conducted a 

considerable business washing and ironing clothes. This coalition of laundresses 

situated themselves in the center of a domestic need and together governed the laundry 

practices—including the permissible types of detergent and starch used—and regulated 

the prices. For a brief moment, this group of Mexican and Indian women of color etched 

a place for themselves in the economic heyday of the early gold rush period. Historian 

JoAnn Levy points out that by 1853, the influx of Chinese men in San Francisco proved 

to be the end of a laundry empire for the Washerwomen of the Bay as the Chinese men 
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charged a nominal fee for their services thus creating a level of competition the 

washerwomen could not match.139  

 A most unusual example of a woman of color capitalizing on the gold rush event 

was the Chinese prostitute-turned-madam Ah Toy. Ah Toy reportedly immigrated to 

California to “better her condition.”140 Far removed from the horrors of slave-trafficking 

and prostitution under the guise of indentured servitude previously examined, Ah Toy 

determined her own terms. As a sexual free agent, Ah Toy charged unheard of prices 

for her skills yet a line of eager patrons usually formed outside of her place of business. 

Her legendary presence is undoubtedly based upon myth rather than fact. Take for 

instance, a report by a French observer who wrote, “The Chinese are usually ugly, the 

women as well as the men; but there are a few girls who are attractive if not actually 

pretty, for example, the strangely alluring Achoy with her slender body and laughing 

eyes.”141 It bears repeating, however, her success was the exception rather than the 

rule. She provided a service in a region where men wanted and willingly paid large 

sums for that service. 

During the gold rush event, more often than not, women of color endured being 

the targets of disdain and abuse. In her memoir about the California gold rush, Mallie 

Stafford, a white Protestant wife from New England, recalled her first encounter with the 

“Digger” Indians who lived along the shore of the San Francisco Bay. To be sure, the 

kind of Indian Mallie observed did not conform to the idealized character from the 
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popular Leatherstocking Tales and Mallie’s disappointment is undeniable when she 

writes, 

The Digger Indian is a wretched, dirty, miserable creature, so far removed in his 
habits from humanity, as to scarcely be deserving of the name. So hideous do 
the older ones appear, that they are often frightful. It was a long time before I 
could accustom myself to look at them without a feeling of repugnance. The 
absence of all the noble traits with which Fennimore Cooper and like writers have 
invested the Indian character, in them is painfully conspicuous. They are small in 
stature, indolent, treacherous and cowardly, and like their more noble brethren 
are fast passing away.142 

 
Stafford delivered a biting commentary and is genuinely disappointed that the California 

Indians are a far cry from James Fennimore Cooper’s noble creatures. 

Louise Clappe makes a similar Leatherstocking reference in her Shirley Letters. 

In describing her first encounters with California’s Indians and focusing on one girl in 

particular, Clappe writes to sister Molly,  

On this occasion I was more than ever struck with what I have often remarked 
before, - the extreme beauty of the limbs of the Indian women of California. 
Though for haggardness of expression and ugliness of feature they might have 
been taken for…a bronze statue of Cleopatra herself…never folded more 
beautifully rounded arms above its dusky bosom, or poised upon its pedestal a 
slenderer ankle or a more statuesque foot, than those which gleamed from 
beneath the dirty blankets of these wretched creatures. There was one 
exception, however, to the general hideousness of their faces. A girl of sixteen, 
perhaps, with those large, magnificently lustrous, yet at the same time soft, eyes, 
so common in novels, so rare in real life...[s]he wore a cotton chemise, - 
disgustingly dirty, I must confess, - girt about her slender waist with a crimson 
handkerchief…I was perfectly enraptured with this wildwood Cleopatra… but you 
know, M-----, I always did "take" to Indians, though it must be said that those who 
bear that name here have little resemblance to the glorious forest heroes that live 

                                                            
142 Stafford, Mallie Stafford, The March of Empire Through Three Decades (San Francisco: George 
Spaulding & Co., 1884) 73; see also Annette Kolodny, The Land Before Her: Fantasy and Experience of 
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and adventure in storytelling, offer Indian characterization meant to lend a “reassuring response to the 
gnawing Euro-American fear of Indianization and the accompanying distrust of ‘escaping…into the 
Woods.’” 
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in the Leatherstocking tales, and in spite of my desire to find in them something 
poetical and interesting, a stern regard for truth compels me to acknowledge that 
the dusky beauty above described is the only even moderately pretty squaw that 
I have ever seen.143 

 
Clappe’s letter-diary is peppered with colorfully disparaging remarks about 

Indians; she is not gentle in her treatment of the indigenous people and she makes no 

attempt to disguise her contempt. Throughout the book, she refers to Indians as “wild,” 

“wretched,” and “withered” creatures that dress scantily and in an “unsophisticated state 

of almost entire nudity” and further, “are filthy in their habits.” 144  By the 17th letter and 

nine months after arriving in the camp and interacting with Indian women, her tolerance 

for these “creatures” is no less rigid. She is overtly harsh in her description and is only 

slightly less pejorative when describing Indian men; she notes they have less dirt on 

their skin than the women probably because they hunt and fish and constant contact 

with water washes off more dirt. Being as forgiving and allowing as possible, Dame 

Shirley notes that “these poor creatures are miserably brutish and degraded, having 

very little in common with the lofty and eloquent aborigines of the United States.”145 

Despite Cooper’s valorous characters, many nineteenth-century Americans still feared 

Indians. Albert Hurtado suggests the fear stemmed from popular captivity narratives 

which recounted horrifying details of a white woman’s captivity and subsequent release; 

yet, in reality, the Indians should have feared whites. Anglo-Americans arriving in 

California during the gold rush confronted people of a variety of diverse cultures, 

nationalities and languages; however, because of the prevalent undertone of racial, 
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cultural and religious superiority, Anglo-American gold-seekers experienced 

tremendous conflict and the victim was generally an “other.”146  

That so few women of color prospered during the economic window of 

opportunity like many of their white counterparts, is discouraging. White women 

sometimes fell into good fortune whereas other women necessarily had to work harder 

and be more creative if they hoped to capitalize on the event. To be sure, the 

entrepreneurial women prospered because of their ability to innovate, organize and 

execute but they received innumerable advantages simply because of their skin color or 

nation of origin. The women of color who realized success did so because they 

calculated a “hook,” a clever angle meant to attract customers in a competitive market. 

 

 

 

“California…I believe it is the finest country in the world…Women is all that 
is wanted to make it habitable” 
  

 For many male Argonauts, their quest for gold came at a tremendous cost. In 

addition to the cultural and economic upheaval experienced by the majority of gold-

seeking males, the stark realization that their new landscape was conspicuously devoid 

of women was almost too much to bear. The letters and diaries of miners and 

merchants, assayers and attorneys betray their loneliness and their pain in missing the 

gentler sex is palpable. In the absence of women in the gold regions, men necessarily 

had to form new communities and assume new labor roles which challenged their 
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previously held notions defining manhood. Without the “civilizing” women, the Argonauts 

had to reconfigure their gendered expectations and renegotiate their perspective on 

women; although gold was the precious commodity the Argonauts sought, they would 

realize they longed for a commodity more precious.147 Once women began arriving in 

gold rush California, they successfully used the imbalanced gender ratio to their 

entrepreneurial and romantic advantage; women offered a range of service for which 

miners were eager to pay and they explored the numerous opportunities in marriage 

and divorce. 

 News of women arriving in California was of great interest to a population of 

mostly lonely bachelors.  A special correspondent for the Daily Alta California wrote 

periodic updates to the newspaper informing readers about the throngs of people 

pouring into California from the Emigrant Trail. In a purely non-scientific report, he 

stated that the composition of next wagon train was 22,000 “barely alive, dirty and 

dusty” and 1500 “young, good-looking, and well- dressed…plump, fresh-looking 

farmers’ daughters.”148 In another Alta article, an unknown reported promised the arrival 

of a steamer called the Angelique, rumored to be carrying only women. Indeed, the 

passengers were women, but they came to California to join their husbands in the gold 

fields.149 For single men, the prospect of a boatload of women arriving was undoubtedly 

a delightful dream.  

January 1850 must have been the winter of Oscar Bennet’s discontent. In a 

collection of letters written to his brothers in New York, the miner-turned-merchant 
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complained about the big lie that was gold rush California. Commenting on the paucity 

of women, Oscar wrote, “Never more homesick than yesterday—I envied you with 

calling on the fairer sex—how delightful it must have been.” Oscar admonished his 

brother Milton, in particular, to appreciate the value of the “dear little creatures” he 

fancies because Oscar rarely saw a woman in San Francisco. After paying $100 for a 

ticket to a New Year’s Eve ball—which  did not include dinner—just to get a peek at a 

woman, Oscar closed the letter by stating, “A Woman, A Woman, my Kingdom for a 

Woman.”150 

In his self-titled compendium on his agony, “A Diary of a Bachelor in California,” 

attorney William W. Chipman addresses in minute detail how dreadful and meaningless 

his life has become in the absence of women. Between legalizing mining claims and 

finalizing land deals, Chipman frequently visited the only representation of a woman for 

many miles: a bust of Jenny Lind. During one visit, Chipman recoiled at likely 

inappropriate graffiti drawn on the bust. In his May 1853 entry Chipman bemoaned, 

Just came in from a call at [unknown word] Myers Taylor’s, and saw the bust of 
Jenny Lind mutilated and marked in such a way as made my heart sicken and 
revolt. It is made to look as I can imagine one from a den of infamy would look 
and is marked “W.W.C’s Lady”—God grant I may never fix my affection on a 
woman, but live as I do a bachelor. For in the first place, I am unworthy a good 
woman, and to unite myself ever to a bad one is [unknown word] myself into hell 
where I will go soon enough—I am being punished for my sins.151  
 

In three years of dedicated journal keeping up to May 1853, Chipman regularly 

mentioned his desire to find a wife and the lack of viable candidates in his remote 
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community outside of San Francisco; on this particular day, however, Chipman must 

have reached his breaking point as he expressed emotion for an inanimate object.  

 For some married miners who left wives and families back home, the separation 

was an intensely gut-wrenching experience. Finley M. McDiarmid of Gates, New York 

derived little pleasure from his all-too-brief gold-mining career. In November 1850, 

McDiarmid expressed his disappointment in not finding more gold in the Northern mines 

and how his mining efforts were affected by his distracting homesickness. “If I knew 

before I left home what I do now of California,” McDiarmid lamented to his dear wife, “I 

would be enjoying the sweet pleasures of a good bed by your side and the lively society 

of my little family…”152 In January 1851, McDiarmid’s frustration lingered; he exhorted 

his wife, “If any of the neighbors ask any information from this country you can say to 

them they had better stay at home…Give my love to the children and accept the 

same.”153  This discouraging advice comes from the last letter McDiarmid would write to 

his dear wife. He did not live to see another New Year. 

 As we have seen, the arrival of women in the gold regions brought a much-

welcomed respite for men tired of doing feminine chores. Likewise, by taking their 

domestic skills out of the home and into the commercial marketplace, women gained a 

new sense of value for their efforts. Many felt they were justly compensated for 

performing the types of womanly duties such as cooking, cleaning and sewing, they had 

performed all along. Yet what if a woman wanted to pierce a man’s sphere of gendered 

                                                            
152 Finley M. McDiarmid, “Greenwood Valley, El Dorado County, California, November 10, 1850…To My 
Dear Wife,” Finley McDiarmid, from the Alice Phelan Sullivan Library at The Society of California 
Pioneers, San Francisco, California. 
153 Finley M. McDiarmid, “Georgetown, January 11, 1851…My Dear Wife,” Finley McDiarmid, from the 
Alice Phelan Sullivan Library at The Society of California Pioneers, San Francisco, California. 
 



Myers 69 
 

labor expectations in order to capitalize on the gold rush event instead of clinging to the 

Victorian notions of domestic ideology and placement within the proper women’s sphere 

of influence? Could a woman peacefully coexist in both spheres? 

 One can reasonably conclude that most gold rush participants recorded in their 

letters and diaries items of curiosity and interest. Females working in non-traditional 

capacities, men cooking and sewing, Anglo-American family units with black “family” 

members and unsavory behaviors rarely seen are all noteworthy inclusions. Consider 

several entries which mention women dressed as men. Certain assumptions regarding 

one’s identity can be linked to one’s dress. Are there societal or cultural assumptions to 

be made about women dressing outside of gendered expectations? What exactly did 

the notion of a woman wearing pants imply? On what must have been a particularly 

slow day in the mining community of Rich Bar, Louise Clappe digressed from her usual 

recording of camp activities when she wrote to Molly,  

One of the deceased was the husband of an American lady lecturess of the most 
intense description, and a strong-minded bloomer on the broadest principles. 
Apropos, how can women, many of whom, I am told, are really interesting and 
intelligent, - how can they spoil their pretty mouths and ruin their beautiful 
complexions by demanding with Xanthippian fervor… what the gentle creatures 
are pleased to call their "rights"? And, above all, how can they so far forget the 
sweet, shy coquetries of shrinking womanhood as to don those horrid bloomers? 
As for me, although a wife, I never wear the - well, you know what they call them 
when they wish to quiz henpecked husbands - even in the strictest privacy of life. 
I confess to an almost religious veneration for trailing drapery and I pin my 
vestural faith with unflinching obstinacy to sweeping petticoats.154 

 
Clappe was making a social commentary undoubtedly aimed at politically active women 

or suffragettes. In a period when a woman’s worldview was changing, Clappe’s remarks 

                                                            
154 Clappe, 88. 



Myers 70 
 

suggest at least this one woman in particular fused her womanly sphere with a male-

dominated political sphere. 

 In the aftermath of a violent outbreak in Indian Bar, Clappe described the woman 

to be tried for inciting the fight. “The first act of the committee was to try a Mexicana who 

had been foremost in the fray,” Clappe wrote, “She has always worn male attire, and 

upon this occasion, armed with a pair of pistols, she fought like a very fury. Luckily, 

inexperienced in the use of firearms, she wounded no one. She was sentenced to leave 

the Bar by daylight, a perfectly just decision, for there is no doubt that she is a regular 

little demon. Some went so far as to say she ought to be hanged, for she was the 

indirect cause of the fight.”155 Because no additional information about the woman is 

included in Clappe’s letter, the woman’s precise reason for being in a remote mining 

camp is unclear. It can be argued, however, that a single woman in a distant camp, 

dressed like a man, was likely a miner. Moreover, for lady miners, wearing pants 

instead of a cumbersome multilayered dress when panning for gold was a practical 

solution to wearing impractical garments.  

 Mallie Stafford, the wife of a miner, donned boots during her gold rush 

experience because “we deemed it best to be ready for any emergency.”156 When Eliza 

Farnham described the challenges associated with ranching, she admitted, “I was 

apprehensive that my riding skirt might encumber me, as I was to drive the cow on 

Sheik, while the man carried the calf on Bill. After a long discussion of the difficulties of 

the enterprise, it was finally agreed that the only safe plan would be to ride and dress á 
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la monsieur.”157 For these gold rush women, wearing men’s clothing was more common 

sense than an outward statement regarding identity. Consider as well, the possibility 

that a woman dressed as a man—in a region where men far outnumber the women—

may wish to discreetly blend in with the landscape, her focus being mining not men. 

 For nineteenth-century American women, another marker of cultural and societal 

identity was the institution of marriage. According to the principles of the cult of true 

womanhood, a pious and pure woman ideally was married. No place was this notion of 

a proper Victorian visage more tested than in the gold regions of California. In gold rush 

California, a woman did not necessarily submit to her husband. Further, with California’s 

liberal divorce laws, an unhappy wife could easily end the marriage in divorce court. 

Historian Robert Griswold argues that if a wife lacked the money for a divorce and its 

associated costs, more often than not, she simply abandoned an errant husband.158 The 

skewed demographic, especially in the early days of the gold rush, tipped marriage 

opportunities and advantages in favor of women. 

 As the 1851 California divorce statute read, after living in California for a period 

of six months, a woman could bring a divorce suit against her husband on the following 

grounds: natural impotency, adultery, extreme cruelty, willful desertion or neglect, 

habitual intemperance, fraud, and conviction of a felony.159 At the heart of this law is the 

charge of habitual intemperance; excessive consumption of alcohol may have created 

problems with any number of the other infractions on the list so it was not difficult for an 
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unhappy wife to find reasonable grounds. While the divorce law pertained to both men 

and women, more women sued for divorce.160 

 During a divorce proceeding, the petitioner’s new love interest often provided the 

requisite damaging testimony. A juror for several divorce proceedings claimed that if ten 

divorces were granted in a morning, ten weddings followed in the afternoon. Had the 

divorce laws been stricter, the juror believed, broken marriages would suffer a graver 

outcome.161  

The piemaker from Placerville, Lucy Stoddard, knew on the wagon trail heading 

west, that divorce was imminent. Upon arriving in the gold country, Lucy promptly 

divorced her husband and established a bakery where she produced 20 dozen pies 

each.  In her recollections of the gold rush era, Lucy admitted that had she stayed in 

New Haven, Connecticut, she would have remained married and been unable to realize 

her dream of owning a pie shop.162 Although a widow, Mary Jane Megquier endured her 

share of disappointment and heartache by a husband prone to failure and the tangled 

business transactions he left her to resolve. It can be argued that Thomas Megquier 

died before Mary Jane could divorce him.163  

In addition to the permissible grounds for divorce in gold rush California, some 

women likely sought divorce if they felt constrained or stifled. Luzena Wilson was 

curiously mum about the details of her divorce, or perhaps her daughter Correnah 

chose not to include that aspect of her parents’ private lives in a public record; one 

might infer that when a female is thrust into the position of primary breadwinner, 
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tensions may arise within a marriage making divorce an attractive option. Similarly, not 

surprisingly, Louise Clappe divorced husband Fayette. Her frustration with her 

husband’s frequent illnesses and lack of business acumen is evident in her Shirley 

Letters. 

The ease of divorce provided an additional economic advantage for women in 

the California gold rush. Historian Deborah Lawrence suggests that if a wife found 

herself in an unacceptable situation, getting a divorce was a simple process and finding 

a new husband was easier.164 And, in a mining region like Nevada City where the ratio 

of men to women was 20:1, finding not only a new husband, but a wealthy husband was 

possible.165 And, in a mining region like Nevada City where the ratio of men to women 

was 20:1, finding not only a new husband, but a wealthy husband was possible.166  

A woman’s ability to “trade up,” stood in stark contrast to conventional notions 

about a woman’s role in society. In Victorian America, a woman lived by a prescribed 

set of boundaries; the expectations for nineteenth-century women were pious and 

virtuous behavior. Moreover, women devoted their lives to their husbands and children 

and served as a civilizing force in society.167 In the California “world turned upside 

down,” conventional notions of true womanhood began to dissipate, despite the efforts 

of reformers such as Eliza Farnham and Sarah Royce.  

The extreme gender imbalance experienced by gold rush Californians, resulted 

in unprecedented financial and personal opportunities for women. Although the 

Victorian model of womanhood was still firmly entrenched in the female imagination, 
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women of this era began to emerge as free-thinking, independent women. Despite the 

cultural and societal definitions for women in the eastern United States, California’s gold 

rush women forged a new identity and redefined true womanhood. 

 

 

  

“I like this wild and barbarous life…” 

 Traditionally, the period known as the California gold rush lasted from 1849 when 

the first significant wave of immigrants arrived until 1859 when the sluice, panning and 

rocker methods of mining gold were no longer efficient and an age of hydraulic mining 

technology and large-scale mining operations dawned. The precise amount and value 

of gold extracted from the foothills of the Sierra-Nevada Mountain Range is unknown 

but some accounts claim the amount to be in excess of seven billion dollars by 

contemporary standards.168 If gold mining changed California’s environmental 

landscape, the gold-seekers changed the American cultural landscape and formed a 

state with a distinctive personality. 

 When women responded to the gold rush event, their world, as seen and 

understood through the lens of nineteenth-century Victorian influence, would be forever 

changed. Historian Peggy Pascoe suggests that “wives were expected to be economic 

dependents, a status that sharply limited women’s alternative inside and outside of 

marriage.”169 Bound by a sense of duty to husbands and family, women during the 
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California gold rush created a new language by which they defined their roles in 

marriage, family and society. Often, their husbands left for California alone with a 

promise of easy fortune which raises the question of marital obligation and familial 

responsibilities. An adventurous husband weighed his obligations against the possibility 

of untold wealth and the lure of easy money was compelling. Their absences strained 

family resources and placed undue strain on the wives and families left behind.170 

When a woman left for California with her husband—the idea being they would 

find the fortune together—the move conformed to the American spirit of upward mobility 

and bettering oneself through due diligence and hard work. A husband was wise to 

allow his wife to join him because in light of the dearth of the gentler sex in the mining 

regions, the speculating husband brought not only his wife, but also his cook, laundress, 

tailor, housekeeper and lover. Yet, when a woman sought to join the migration to 

California for the purpose of adventure, this response was seen as a culturally 

inappropriate.171 

The decision to go to California was not easily made as a departure often meant 

leaving friends and loved ones who might never be seen again. And, the move west 

deprived women of the friends and relatives that may have helped ease the transition to 

frontier life.172 If a woman could not take her friends and family with her, she constructed 

a new community in the rugged California frontier. Armed with a well-established and 

engrained set of values and assumptions about their duties and roles, many women 

entering gold rush California went about creating a new civilized community.  
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In addition to creating a new identity and community, the gold rush women 

carved new positions for themselves in the American marketplace. Historian Robert 

Griswold argues that the “cultural values of domestic ideology had a powerful appeal to 

women settlers: they gave meaning to women’s domestic work, made the blurring of 

sex roles culturally intelligible, helped confirm women’s self-worth, offered a sense of 

stability in an inherently unstable world, and fostered bonds of friendship with other 

women.”173 Further, the cultural values of domestic ideology, when coupled with the 

Protestant moral imperative, began the process of taming the west. 

The women who embraced this notion of domestic ideology emerged as the gold 

rush financial winners; by plying their domestic skills, gold rush women “replaced 

household services on a commercial basis.”174  Women who pursued business 

opportunities experienced different motivating forces. Some women, like Mary Charlene 

Tilton, worked as hard as she did and at as many types of enterprise in order to survive 

and to stay in the gold region. Others, like Luzena Wilson began a cottage industry 

because of keen skills and love for the work. And still others, such as Mary Jane 

Megquier and Jessie Cameron Anderson, worked harder to compensate for their 

spouses’ financial shortcomings. The one thing these women all had in common was 

their entrepreneurial spirit, unending energy and innovation, and a willingness to adapt 

to a fluid market. 

The manner by which these women responded entrepreneurially to the gold rush 

event laid a solid foundation for future generations of businesswomen. Their successes 

in industry forced the male-dominated American culture to take notice of their 
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achievements; these great strides in American business by gold rush entrepreneurial 

woman elevated their social status as well. With legislation like the Sole Trader Law, 

women received legal protection for their endeavors and the assumptions surrounding 

women’s rights slowly changed. No longer were women considered financially 

dependent. And while entrepreneurial women of color may not occupy a large space 

within the narrative of Western women, their achievements are especially noteworthy; 

they challenged conventional ideologies on two fronts: gender and race. Modern 

American businesswomen can glean important insights about determination and full 

utilization of one’s skill from the entrepreneurial gold rush women. 
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