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Introduction

Imagine a “Forty Niner.” If you pictured a football player, congratulations, you are like my students. The name
of the football team is derived from the term for the first immigrants to arrive in California for the Gold Rush in
1849. Like early adopters of the latest tech fad in Silicon Valley today, people seem to always be in a hurry to
be on the “cutting edge.” Now that you are oriented historically, you might be envisioning a 19th century gold
miner. A white US American from the eastern states, who arrived on a Conestoga wagon. He wears a red
flannel shirt and brand-new Denim Levi’s.  He sets out into the Sierra Nevada with his shovel and a “can-do”
attitude. We all know the real story is far more complex than this stereotype. This unit examines two
variations on this narrative. For one thing, thousands of the Forty-Niners were from China. And for another,
most of the mining that took place was done by corporations not individuals going it alone. This unit will use
visual primary sources to teach the California Gold Rush in a more complete, and diverse manner.

This topic is important because California has a longer history of AAPI (Asian American and Pacific Islander)
immigration--and discrimination--than many people think. Chinese immigrants were among the first
populations to make California the multicultural multiethnic place it is today1 . They were involved in nearly
every trade and industry in the early days of statehood. And they were among the first to encounter violence
and legal restrictions based on their racial identity.2

My school is in San Jose, California. It is geographically between the Oldest Chinatown in the USA, in San
Francisco, and one of the largest quicksilver mines in the world-the New Almaden Mines. The proximity of
these two sites impacted the history of our city and continue to impact the lives of my students today. This
unit will integrate the stories of the Gold Rush, Chinese immigrant labor, industrial scale mining and the
environmental consequences we live with today.
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Unit Overview

This unit is an attempt to tell a history which occurred at the intersection of race, class, and industrial scale
extractive economics. The major difficulty in constructing this unit is to weave together the narratives of white
and Chinese immigrants to California in order to gain wealth and prosperity and the counter narrative of
environmental destruction on an Industrial scale. Chinese immigrants are commonly included in history
textbooks in their role building the Transcontinental Railroad. The part of the historical narrative that is usually
left out is the broader story of Chinese participation in mining across the western USA both before and after
their participation in the building of the railroads. The Gold Rush tends to be framed as a time of heroic,
individual, white, male subjugation of the land in a quest for personal fortune. However, this unit argues that
Chinese men ought to be part of this foundational myth, and that the myth itself needs to be revised to
include the corporations which organized large scale mining, government laws which favored some groups
over others, and the rapid adoption of industrial technology to exploit and destroy the landscape.

This unit explores the story of Chinese Immigration in 19th century California. In textbooks Chinese
immigrants appear with respect to the building of the railroads but are often missing from the rest of the
historical narrative. In this part of the course, students will examine the interaction between settlers in
California from the 1840s to the 1880s. The content focuses on two settler groups: English speaking
immigrants and Chinese immigrants. These immigrants arrived in a state which was already settled by
Spanish-speaking Mexicans, and Amerindian populations (therefore Mexicans are not considered immigrants
in this period). The dominant historical narrative of the California Gold Rush is from the perspective of English-
speaking settlers (from the USA, the UK, Ireland, and Australia). This unit will also include the distinct but
related experience of Chinese settlers who were drawn to the region to find their fortunes.

The main resource in California is the land. Mexican ranching was followed by mining, logging, and farming as
the main sources of income in the state. All these industries have had long-term ramifications for the health of
the land and people who live in the state. While much of the eastern US experienced gradual industrialization
throughout the 18th and 19th centuries, the Gold Rush brought industrial resource exploitation to California
almost overnight.

Within ten years of the discovery of gold, rivers were clogged, and water supplies were compromised. Chinese
labor was hired to carry out much of this damage. Chinese men, in the US without their families, were willing
to accept low wages and dangerous working conditions. They were not the instigators of environmental
destruction, but they were the labor who carried much of it out. Chinese laborers, like the landscape, were
exploited by white investors and property owners without regard for their value beyond corporate profit.

Overview of the four topics in this unit.

Part one of this unit examines the dominant narrative of the period, transmitted through traditional textbooks
and popular cultural forms such as movies and Levi’s advertisements which use the images of blonde
masculine miners interchangeably with cowboys and farmers.3 This is the story of white Americans' dominion
over and “modernization” of the state. People were attracted to California by the dream of striking it rich
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through individual hard work. Then those miners found gold in the hills, and the smart ones invested in their
future. Former miners became farmers, and the more commercially minded invested in the development of
the transcontinental railroad. In this tale of economic development, the wilderness is a backdrop to the story
of the hard work of individual miners. This portion will be taught using standard textbook accounts as well as
selected caricatures from the 1850s. Students will look at the way the California Dream was publicized and
marketed by examining clipper ship advertisements which all advertised a quick journey to the gold fields.

Part two compares dominant and counter narratives; the story of the individual English speaking miner who is
simultaneously on his own in the lonely wilderness, and somehow also in competition with Chinese
immigrants. This section foregrounds the story of the exploitation and marginalization of Chinese immigrants
to California. They were equal participants in early placer mining but were abused and accused of competing
for gold claims with, and undercutting wages of, whites4 . In the towns and cities Chinese miners occupied a
social and economic position in California like African Americans elsewhere in the US at the time.
Simultaneously invisible and threatening, they faced racism, violence, and marginalization while being
exploited by and attacked by powerful white US Americans. Yet they maintained a great deal of agency and
contributed a lot to the economic development of the state.

Part three considers the parallel industry of Mercury Mining otherwise known as Quicksilver. Mercury mining
began in the Mexican period but expanded rapidly once the Gold Rush began. Students will compare the labor
conditions, and economics of mercury mining along with its long-term impact on the environment. Mercury
runoff continues to threaten our local ecosystem as well as other locations across California. They will examine
the watersheds of the Guadalupe River, Alamitos Creek, and Coyote Creek which all flow into or through the
neighborhood of our school.

Part four considers the impact of industrial scale gold mining on the natural landscape of California. Hard Rock
Mining, Ground Sluicing, Hydraulicking, and tunnels through the granite of the Sierras all irreparably altered,
polluted, and in some cases destroyed the ecology of California. Photos of hydraulic mining are analyzed in
this section of the unit. Students will consider how such photos celebrated the ideas of “civilized” economic
success, which was synonymous with extraction of resources using complex technology deployed by large
corporations.  This section asks students to consider the impact of historical industrial practices on their life in
California today by comparing the celebratory photos of hydraulic mining with the evidence of long-term
environmental damage that is still visible 150 years later.

My Philosophy of History and Ethnic Studies integration

My class is a combination of Ethnic Studies and US History. It follows the model curriculum for Ethnic Studies
developed by UC Berkeley. As such it should emphasize the contrasts between the dominant historical
narrative and counter narratives which include populations such as Asian Americans, Hispanic Americans,
African Americans, and Amerindians.

The narrative of any historical period must include a variety of people in all their intersectional identities.
However, it is difficult for teachers and students to focus on multiple counter narratives at the same time. Our
district has decided to focus on the experience of one ethnic group at a time in history. This is a conscious
effort to make sure we don’t continue with an unexamined historical narrative of white US Americans with a
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“token” non-white person added occasionally at the margin.

The evidence for these counter narratives is difficult to present in ways that are easily accessible to high
school students. My hope is this unit will enable teachers to talk about the period of mining in the western US
with Chinese people always exerting agency, not as a token marginal presence.

Demographics

This unit is intended for students in a course titled US History Ethnic Studies. It meets the California
graduation requirements for both US History and Ethnic Studies. The students in the course are in 12th grade
and are mostly immigrants or first-generation Americans. Their prior knowledge of US and California history is
minimal to nonexistent.

This unit is intended for a course that is considered “standard level” rather than “higher level.” At my school
that means it is a population of newcomers who have less facility with English and/or literacy. As such it needs
to present information in a way that is more accessible. For those students who have arrived as refugees and
may not find it easy to adjust to school in California, looking at paintings and photos can be a way to make
these topics more understandable.

Background

In the unit that precedes this one, titled “Borderlands,” students learn about the interaction between
Amerindians and Hispanic settlers of the Spanish Empire and Mexican Empire. Two geographic populations are
the focus, Indigenous Californians, and Spanish (subsequently Mexican) settler colonists. The unit includes an
examination of the building of Catholic Missions Santa Clara and San Jose by the quasi-enslaved forced labor
of Tamien, and Muwekma Ohlone people. This is compared with the building of the Presidio and Mission
Dolores in San Francisco by the forced labor of Miwok people.

The unit described here does not focus on Hispanic or Indigenous Amerindians: their story is contained
elsewhere in the class. This is part of our effort in San Jose to foreground a single counter narrative at a time
within a particular historical period. We acknowledge the presence and struggles of other groups in every
period, but cannot at this time, respectfully do justice to all intersecting narratives at the same time.

Learning Objectives

The skills which are emphasized in this unit are from the UC Berkeley “Big Six” Historical Thinking Skills. The
idea behind the UC Berkeley History-Social Science Project: is that the teaching of history cannot be limited to
the “mere imparting of facts” and as such has developed what it calls Historical Thinking Skills for teachers to
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focus their instruction around in a time of changing content standards. In this unit students will ask questions
of Cause and Consequence, Historical Perspective, and the Ethical Dimension of studying history.5 Students
will explore: Why did the events of this period happen the way they did, and what are their impacts? How can
we better understand the diverse experiences of immigrants to California in the past and present? And lastly;
how can studying this history help us to live in the present?

Content

Part 1-The Dominant Narrative

Gold was discovered in California in 1848 almost simultaneous with the cession of the state by Mexico to the
USA. A rush “Forty Niners” came to the region in 1849 and brought the Anthropocene to the state in a big way
in a few very short years. Industrialism developed in other regions of the US in a steady evolution from water
wheels and canals to steam engines and factories. In California the destructive power of industrialism arrived
all at once. Mining became an industrial scale enterprise within a few years with all its exploitation of land and
labor along the way.

The painting titled “Miners in the Sierras” is among the earliest to depict the California Gold Rush6 . It was
created in 1850-51 by Charles Christian Nahl and August Wenderoth who as immigrant/refugees from
Germany gave up looking for gold and set up a studio in San Francisco. Their purpose of the painting was to
show the importance of California to the future of the US. The miners’ red, white, and blue shirts supposedly
symbolizing the US flag. The few miners in the painting are laboring alongside a river in a fertile lush mountain
scene. There men appear to be working cooperatively and pleasantly. Some elements of interest in this oil
painting are the clear blue skies and crystal clean water. The mountainsides are a mixture of bright greens
and browns. And there is a neat, well-built house in the center of the middle distance—presumably where the
miners go home to at night. Interestingly the house chimney is smoking which implies someone is home at
midday—which was unlikely considering white women were rare in California at this time. This painting is
portraying a dream-like idealized version of what would become called “Gold Country.” In the Sierra Nevada.
This painting was produced in San Francisco in the early years of the Gold Rush, and it celebrates the
dreamlike version of the Gold Rush many people still hold in their mind as what this period was “truly” like.
This version of the story sticks with us, even though by the mid 1850s mining had already begun to change.
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Figure 1: The Dream of a Prospecting Miner, Lithograph ca. 1848-59.

Students will also analyze the lithograph “The Dream of a Prospecting Miner” (fig. 1) which was sold on Letter
Paper by Britton & Rey between 1849 and 1859. This was a kind of cheaply produced print which was faster
and less labor intensive than earlier forms of printmaking. As such it was a type of image that could be
created and sold remarkably quickly in response to customer demand.7 In the picture the miner is literally
drawing of future wealth, and in his dreams, he is working alone, and finds his fortune alone. This idea
corresponds to ideas of American individualism in the mid 19th century. The idea of the rugged “mountain
man” who can blaze a trail through the wilderness in the tradition of Kit Carson, John Freemont, and others. In
this case, that individual glory is marketed to US American men of any type. If you can buy a shovel, a gun,
and get yourself to the hills of Gold Country, you too can be the hero of your own dreams.

Part two - the Counternarrative of Chinese men and Corporations.

The counter narrative to the imagined lone miner in the wilderness is quite a bit messier, and a lot more
crowded. Firstly, the Miners who arrived were not all white US Americans, the first sizable populations of
immigrants to arrive were from China and South America, and this unit will focus on the Chinese portion of the
non-white, non-English-speaking population. The dream of “Gum San” (金山) or in English, “Gold Mountain”
drew Chinese men with the same hopes and dreams that drove all “Forty Niners:” get rich and go home with a
small–or large–fortune. And secondly, most miners didn’t work alone in the wilderness. Camps of groups of
men grew up as Gold Country got crowded fast, and land claims were side-by-side nearly immediately.8

From the start Chinese immigrants were segregated from English speakers by language, culture, and religion.
Chinese immigrants formed mutual support groups in San Francisco based on dialect and shared region of
origin almost immediately. Men who were strangers in China entered gold country in groups formed in
California.9

Chinese miners who were “ubiquitous” in Gold Country by 1852, found they needed to stick together for
safety.10 They were targets of violence, robbery, fraud, and discrimination. This outsider status was reinforced
in People v. Hall (1854) Chinese immigrants were categorized with Amerindians and African Americas as
persons who were prohibited from testifying in court or voting.11
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Figure 2: Gold Diggers, Lithograph 1849

In 1849 Kelloggs & Comstock, lithographers in San Francisco produced this print (fig. 2) titled “Gold
Diggers”.12 Lithographs like this one were printed in one color (usually grey or sepia) and then patches of color
were added by hand, often by women or children working in the printmaker’s studio. This image depicts a far
more chaotic mining experience than Nahl and Wenderoth. In many ways it is more accurate, as rivers with
rich placer deposits attracted hundreds of claims. Joseph Banks, on the ground in 1850 described how
newcomers arrived in “almost one continuous stream of men. Every place is snatched up in a moment. This
canyon is claimed to its very head, nearly 20 miles, each man being allowed but 20 feet.”13 The people are
gathered around the Sacramento River, and the people in the foreground are doing a variety of mining tasks.
The people appear to be of diverse but uncertain origins, the person in black at the center right might be a
priest, two African American men appear in the lower left corner, and there appears to be some kind of brawl
in the right midground. The image conveys the diverse attitudes, dress, and habits of people who came to
search for gold, although it does not appear to have any explicitly Chinese individuals. It is not remote or
isolated or as much in the “wilderness” as appears in the first painting.

Mining in California quickly became competitive: areas with rich deposits were crowded. White men kicked
Chinese men out of their claims–often violently.14 The Foreign Miners Tax was instituted which was heavily
enforced against Chinese Men –because they were the most visibly foreign.15 This taxation created a
contradictory set of incentives. Chinese miners were a good source of tax revenue for local jurisdictions--
between 10% and 50% of state tax revenues between 1850 and 1870--while adding little demand for any
public services.16 On the other hand, Chinese miners were in direct competition with white men for claims to
gold.17 In most locations they were marginalized but tolerated.
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Figure 3: A Group of white and Chinese miners at a Sluice Box in Auburn Ravine, photo by Joseph Blaney
Starkweather 1852.

This photograph (Fig 3) was taken in Auburn Ravine in 1852.18 Many copies of it exist, some of which have
been colorized. White miners stand on the left side of a “Long Tom” sluice box. On the right side are four
Chinese men identifiable by their shaved forehead hairstyle, and loose-fitting clothing. This image shows the
proximity of the land claims which were “worked” by different groups of miners, and the casual nonchalance
of mining directly adjacent to people who may not share a language in common.

Students should discuss how they feel about the veracity of a photograph compared to a painting or
lithograph. Photos have a power of realism that reaches us in a way that feels more real than a painting or
drawing. There are incidental details in the photo which add information that may have been unintended by
the photographer. For example, the buildings in the background indicate that this claim site is not amidst
wilderness. Some questions to consider are what truths does this photo tell us that Nahl’s painting does not?
And what truth is hidden by photos like this one that might be expressed more in a painting?

Students will compare the Auburn Ravine group photo with studio portraits miners paid to have taken. Studio
daguerreotypes taken in San Francisco in 1850 show white miners with the tools of their trade. One portrait of
special focus is of an unnamed Chinese man taken by Isaac Wallace Baker.19 These portraits, presumably
commissioned by the sitters, make us feel the humanity of the individuals who came to find their fortune in
California.

Only a few years after the Gold Rush began, mining in California industrialized. The easy method of panning
for placer gold in the river was replaced by more efficient mechanical inventions which made it possible to
access the veins of gold more directly. Rivers were dammed and diverted to mine the riverbed. This required
the skills to build dams and water diversions. Many Chinese men already had the water management skills to
build the necessary canals and pumps to move water out of the diggings. But why would Chinese immigrants
be better at this than English speakers?

Most early Chinese immigrants to California came from four districts known as Siyi 四邑 (Sze Yup) in the
Guangdong 广东 (Kwangtung) province. Most people in this region were poor farmers. A minority of Chinese
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immigrants came from three districts known as Sanyi 三邑 (Sam Yup) and were more likely to have more
education and experience in trade and business. Both groups were familiar (in different ways) with the
systems of flooding and draining water for rice farming.20 The skill and knowledge from Chinese rice paddies
was easy to transfer to the Sierra Nevada. The pumps most relied on by miners to drain rivers, and the
tamped earth canals and flumes to divert water out of its natural course were built largely by Chinese men. So
much so that even in places with few Chinese laborers the most common type of pumps were known to
everyone as “Chinese pumps.”21

Often people point to the lack of evidence of specifically Chinese mining tools and techniques remaining in the
Sierras. This ignores the fact that most productive areas were re-mined during the 1930s depression, and
older artifacts would have been moved or destroyed. There is evidence that some of the Chinese immigrants
were not just farmers or merchants and had prior experience in placer and lode mining. Chinese mines in
Yunnan, Sichuan, Jiangxi, and Hunan were active on and off for thousands of years. David Valentine argues in
his article “Chinese Placer Mining in the United States” that if China had mines, it had miners, and if those
miners were relatively nomadic within China, they could easily make the choice to leave their homeland
amidst the chaos of the Opium Wars (1839-64) and the Taiping Rebellion (1851-64) and head to California. If
the largest number of emigrants came from Guangdong 广东 (Kwangtung), it is likely some of them were
professional miners. That region had large non-agricultural mountainous areas with deposits of coal, gold,
iron, lead, silver, and tin. This means that Chinese immigrants were more likely than the average US American
to have the skills and knowledge to do well for themselves in any kind of mining.22

Industrial Mining Corporations Employed a lot of Chinese labor.

Chinese men looked the most foreign and had the largest language barriers to integrating with the other
miners. However, employers recognized they were sober, hardworking, and in some ways superior to US
American workers23 . Many companies hired Chinese men to do specialized work like dig canals and build
pumps. Sometimes Chinese men were hired to work in the same jobs as, but segregated from, white men.
Chinese immigrants were usually less than a third of the workers, however they were willing to do the work
white men refused to do. Just like their work on the railroads, Chinese laborers always received lower pay.

In some places Chinese men were driven out of mining wage work with violence. In a letter from Mariposa in
1856 a miner notes “The rapid increase of this class of people,” by which he means the Chinese, “began to
incite alarm in the minds of our working and mining population, in many places they [Chinese immigrants]
became a source of great annoyance, which results in many acts of violence towards this unfortunate race.”24

In these cases Chinese men were limited to hand panning the tailings of industrial mines, or hiring themselves
out as wage labor in boom towns doing laundry, or cooking. The association of Chinese men with these
marginal jobs served to reinforce stereotypes white people already had.
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Figure 4: “The Celestial Empire in California” Lithograph ca. 1848-59

Chinese men formed their own communities within or at the edges of white towns. Some of their settlements
continued to be temporary in case their residents needed to pick up and leave town at a moment’s notice. In
this image (fig. 4) from the Beineke Manuscript Library at Yale University we can see some of the judgmental
attitudes of the artist towards Chinese miners.

This image was printed on large sheets the size of modern “letter paper.” The image takes up half of the 11”x
14” page and the rest is left blank for the writing of a letter. Individuals wanting to send a letter home from
California could purchase a sheet of Letter Paper with one of several available images at any given time. This
image titled “Celestial Empire in California--Miners” was popular enough to make it into a set of souvenir
reprints 100 years later.

The unnamed artist of this image gave the Chinese men serious and grumpy expressions. The men are
clothed in loose cotton clothes with the queue hairstyle common to Chinese men of this period. Some
individuals are eating with chopsticks, one in the right foreground is getting his head shaved, and one in the
left midground is having his hair braided. In the background other men are panning for gold. Elements of
Chinese culture that seemed exotic and foreign are abundant. The clothes, shoes, hairstyles and “basket hats”
are everywhere. The cooking fire has a tea pot in the central place, and the men appear to be eating out of a
communal pot while squatting on the ground.

It is important to note the unique clothing and hairstyles of Chinese men made them seem more foreign than
other immigrants. Chinese men were judged sometimes to be more feminine than white men because of their
long, braided hair, and loose flowing clothing. Many English-speaking immigrants to California would have
been educated enough to project Orientalist prejudices common at the time. British, and Australian
immigrants may have even had personal experience in Southeast Asia and brought with them ideas of the
feminized Asian.25 In the larger cities Chinatowns developed as a safe space for Chinese men to form safe
communities. In smaller towns there was still a desire to form a group for safety and comfort. In mining
camps, the Chinese camp was its own segregated community.

Part three: California and Global Markets for Cinnabar and Mercury

Gold mining developed in relationship with other industries. The most obvious need was Ironworks to provide
the tools for mining. The less obvious need was for quicksilver. Mercury, which most people know from its use
in thermometers and other scientific equipment can also be used to absorb gold dust out of sand or sediment.
Panning for gold works because gold dust is heavier than sand and sediment, but fine particles are difficult to
collect and purify. Mercury is liquid at room temperature and absorbs gold particles into a mixture that can
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then be heated until the mercury evaporates leaving behind pure gold.

 This created demand for the miracle material of mercury. The first mercury mines in Alta California were in
the New Almaden hills, at the southern end of South San Francisco Bay.26 The mine complex was started in
1845 with a license from Mexico City. Local demand for mercury increased after gold was discovered. In the
1870s the New Almaden Mines opened and both mine complexes produced enough mercury to supply the
needs of Californians as well as exporting mercury –commonly called “quicksilver” for its wiggly properties at
room temperature-- to other states across the Western USA as well as to China for the color vermillion.

Quicksilver was a crucial resource, but the mining of it lacks the romantic association with the rugged
individual who starts out poor and alone in the wilderness and strikes it rich. Mercury mining is a rich man’s
business from the start. Its history is entwined with the Spanish crown, The Rothschilds, the Emperor of China,
and wealthy Mexican landowners who spent more time in court suing over land ownership, contracts, and
corporate shares than they did at the mines.27

Figure 5: Eduoart, Alexander. Blessing of the Enriqueta Mine 1860

The 1860 oil painting Blessing of the Enriqueta Mine by Alexander Edouart (fig. 5) shows the completely
different feeling of a Mercury Mine. This image can be examined for clues as to the differences between these
types of mining industries.28 The mine in the painting is being inaugurated with a gathering of a diverse but
financially well-off group of individuals. The clothing is in Mexican and US American style, there are women,
horses, and a dog present. There is a Catholic altar and priest presiding, and the whole scene is a celebration
of the harnessing of industrial power and wealth to extract still more wealth from the ground. One detail that
seems oddly placed is the plume of steam coming off the condensing furnaces lower in the valley.29

Students will also look at images of the mercury refining complex with its condensing furnaces, and publicity
photos of the underground mine shafts for evidence of the actual working conditions of laborers in the mine
owned by the wealthy well-dressed people in the painting. Stereoscope photographs by Carleton E. Watkins
are a valuable source of visual information about the growth of mercury production in this location.30

The New Almaden mines were opened in 1845 with an officially registered land claim with the Mexican
government (called a diseño) which was interested in quicksilver for its own ore processing. Andres Castillero,
the original owner of the mine also valued the prospect of trade with China. Cinnabar (the base material which
when heated creates mercury) was used in the creation of the vermilion lacquer which was popular in Chinese
decorative objects. Contracts for trade with 广州 Guangzhou were finalized in 1850 with the gift of a Chinese
pagoda to the owner of the New Almaden mine. The New Almaden Mines employed Cornish and Mexican
miners to work underground and, in the furnaces, but employed a substantial population of Chinese men to do
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the lower paid work above-ground.31

Sulphur Bank Quicksilver Mining Company is a 160-acre site which was mined between 1865 and 195732 . In
the early years most of the underground mine work was done by Chinese men because white laborers refused
to do the dangerous and grueling work. 33 Sulphur Bank hired on average 400 Chinese men and 150 whites at
any given time. The mining work underground was dangerously hot in temperature because the area has
natural sulfuric hot springs. Temperatures underground were consistently close to 100 degrees Fahrenheit, so
it was dangerous to work underground for more than 20 minutes at a time without fresh air. Accidents
happened. On one particularly gruesome occasion a geyser was struck and all the men in that mine were
boiled to death, another time, a landslide cut off the supply of cool air from the outdoors and six men were
suffocated by the heat and steam below ground34 .

In 1879 the California state constitution prohibited corporations with state charters from employing “any
Chinese or Mongolian,” which was a problem for Sulphur Bank which relied on Chinese laborers for almost all
underground work. According to the Sulphur Bank Historic Site website, Tiburcio Parrott, the president of the
mine “deliberately defied the law” because he believed it to be unconstitutional. The website continues to
explain that “in the test case against him, the Circuit Court on March 22, 1880, handed down a strong opinion
that held the law to be in contravention of both the Burlingame Treaty and the Fourteenth Amendment to the
Constitution.”35 California was in a labor paradox, employers needed low wage immigrant laborers, but white
laborers felt this was unfair competition. Lawmakers tried to appease their constituents by excluding the
unwanted immigrant competition. But as soon as one group was excluded another group had to be found to
replace them.36

Employers generally were happy for their workers to fight each other in a race-based rivalry for the right to do
dangerous work for low pay. We now know the extremely dangerous and damaging effects of extended
contact with mercury, arsenic and other metals present in their workplace. As recently as 1990, Sulphur Bank
Mine was designated as a Superfund Site to be contained and managed by the EPA. A plan is still being
formulated for beginning the cleanup effort. The site has millions of cubic yards of contaminated soil along
with a flooded pit filled with contaminated water. The contaminated water is held back from Clear Lake by a
barrier of waste rock also brought out of the mine. Contaminants in this barrier are leeching into the lake
sediment which moves up the food chain. Large fish, eaten by people have high concentrations of mercury.
The state of California website contains up to date advisories with guidelines on the safe amounts of fish to
eat in the region. Black Bass for example are considered “Do not eat” for all individuals while the Sacramento
Blackfish may be eaten in at most one serving per week for people under the age of 50. 37

The long-term impact of mercury mining on humans and the environment is associated with the fact that
mercury is a neurotoxin. Once it is pried out of the ground, it leaches into the water system and poisons
everything downstream. The Guadalupe River in San Jose is continuously poisoned by mine runoff from the
Almaden Quicksilver mines.38 Mercury in the sediment of waterways is absorbed by plants and animals. It
concentrates as it passes up the food chain making large fish dangerous for human consumption. The New
Almaden watershed flows past the back of my high school and continues north to empty into San Francisco
Bay. The fish of the bay and the entire Pacific Coast today carry increasing traces of mercury which has its
origins in the period of the Gold Rush.

Part 4 Hydraulicking Made Everything Worse.

Gold Mining evolved from panning in rivers, to damming the rivers and mining the silt, to eventually blasting



Curriculum Unit 24.01.07 13 of 23

the entire mountainside with pressurized water to get at veins of gold known as the “mother lode.”39

 Hydraulic lode mining was first used in 1853. Flumes of water were diverted from rivers and pressurized into
hoses using gravity. The complex system required investment capital, land claims, and work crews on a large
scale to effectively make a profit.

Joint-Stock Companies organized an industrial system which hired wage labor to operate in a capital intensive
industry.40 Banks such as Wells Fargo made their reputation financing investments in large mining equipment,
but the high cost of setting up was out of reach of most Chinese immigrants in the 1850s.41 Reliant on wage
labor, Chinese men were hired by hydraulic mining corporations to do the lowest paid jobs: digging canals to
direct and concentrate the water for the flumes and hoses, and removing large boulders by hand.42

In this portion of the unit students will look at photos of hydraulic mining in progress. Like the Clipper ship
advertisements analyzed earlier in this unit, photos of hydraulicking were circulated to show the modern,
industrial, efficiency of high-tech mining. The photos could be used to seek investment from outsiders or to
publicize an individual’s successful investment in progress.43 Carleton Watkins took many stereographic
photos -- are a type of double image designed to give a 3-D effect --of mining in the Sierra Nevada in the
second half of his career which can be used in this portion of the unit.44 My students will look at these as they
were intended--as celebrations of industrial mining, and as advertisements for investment in this type of
mining across the western USA. The water jets in the images vividly leap out of the image, and the whole
scene is excitingly destructive in a sublime but deeply terrifying way.

Initially Chinese miners were excluded from larger scale mining efforts because of a lack of investment
capital. But by the 1870s Chinese immigrants formed their own hydraulic mining companies too. And we know
they purchased the latest cutting edge “Monitor” and “Little Giant” nozzles for their hoses.45  All of these
mines produced tailings (runoff) that filled the rivers downstream with sludge. This created
flooding–significantly in Sacramento in 1862–and damage to farmland across Northern California.

In the 1870s conflict between mining and farming over water and rivers led to the eventual outlawing of the
mining practice entirely.46 Sedimentation laced with tons of mercury impacted everyone and everything
downstream.47 The Sawyer Decision (Woodruff v. North Bloomfield Gravel Mining Company) curtailed the
dumping of mine tailings into rivers and effectively outlawed hydraulic mining in 1884.48 Both white and
Chinese miners continued to work illegally. However, much like today, the extralegal activities of an
immigrant group caught the most attention from law enforcement and the media. Illegal Hydraulicking by
Chinese men was punished more often.49

Some of the damaging effects of hydraulic mining can still be seen today in Dutch Flat. And evidence of the
downstream impact can be seen in the dikes around the city of Sacramento built in part because of flooding
caused by rivers too full of debris from the mine tailings. Students will look at images of environmental
damage as they appear today in various locations such as Malakoff Hydraulic mine pit on San Juan Ridge, and
Dutch Flat which can be found online easily. Several former mining locations are inside state or national parks
and can be visited by tourists. These two locations are used in this unit because they are near Lake Tahoe
(which people from San Jose commonly visit for vacations). Similar environmental damage was done in mining
sites across the western states.

To wrap up the discussion of industrial scale gold mining, students will examine the 1871 Currier and Ives
lithograph titled Gold mining in California50 .It shows in miniature a kind of stylized history of mining in



Curriculum Unit 24.01.07 14 of 23

California, while leaving out the ugliest parts. It modifies the landscape seen in the Nahl painting from earlier
in this unit, adding more houses, tree stumps, a manager in a black suit outside the house at the center of the
painting, and a small version of hydraulic mining. It contains no obviously Chinese men and has no evidence
of the downstream impacts of mining. It still shows a still verdant rich landscape, but it evenly sprinkled with
men working. Students will analyze the extent to which this image is useful as a historical document and how
we should use images like this to understand the way people want to think about the past--whether those
desires reflect reality or not.

Racist Outcomes of the Mining Boom period

After relatively peaceful coexistence in the 1848-1860s, in the 1860s-80s white Californians increasingly
turned against their Chinese neighbors. Eventually culminating in the Chinese Exclusion Act.  After 1870
violence against Chinese people in California increased. There was an economic depression and anxiety over
competition for jobs. Henry George’s words in the New York Tribune, on the opposite side of the country
expresses how widespread anti-Chinese sentiments had become: “It is obvious that Chinese competition must
reduce wages, and it would seem just as obvious that, to the extent which it does this, its introduction is to
the interest of capital and opposed to the interests of labor.”51

While it is true that Chinese men were often willing to work for lower wages than white men, the public
rhetoric of politicians used Chinese workers in the same way African Americans were used--to change the
conversation from one of class and labor, to one of race. Irish immigrants who may have otherwise felt
solidarity with Chinese laborers were divided from them. Comments like that of Henry George seemed to put
Chinese workers on the side of employers in a conspiracy to drive down wages. This makes little sense, as
those employers were arguably exploiting Chinese workers to an even greater extent than other races.52

In the 1870s, wages were depressed, and groups of Chinese workers began establishing their own successful
hydraulic mining corporations.53  Resourceful Chinese men claimed and re-worked claims that white miners
had abandoned and were willing to pan the tailings from industrial scale mining enterprises.54   Chinese
workers were also recorded in censuses and business records as doing nearly every type of work in cities. In
California half of the workers making and mending boots and shoes and crafting cigars and selling tobacco
were Chinese. Chinese men were 90% of the labor hired by the Central Pacific Railroad and did dangerous
work with nitroglycerine to blast open tunnels through the Sierras.55 To anyone living in California at the time,
it must have seemed that Chinese men were everywhere.

Between 1850 and 1900, Chinatowns developed in cities like San Francisco, Sacramento, and San Jose. The
segregated communities developed out of shared cultural ties and were led by benevolent associations such
as the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association 中華會館 or “Six Companies” in San Francisco. These
organizations helped organize travel for people going to and from China. They cared for the sick and arranged
the return of the dead to China for proper burial. These were separate from the “fighting Tongs” or San Ho Hui
/Triad Society. These more violent groups organized illegal businesses around gambling, opium, and
prostitution.56 English speakers in California in the 19th century tended to conflate the two types of
organization and to assign the worst assumptions to both. All Chinese people were treated with derision and
suspicion. One example of this blanket discrimination is an 1870 law banning Chinese people from walking on
sidewalks in San Francisco.57    

Anxieties culminated in far worse violence in some places. Alongside constant low-level violence there were a
few moments of explosive violence. For example, a gang of 400 men attacked a Chinese settlement in San
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Francisco in 1867. White men stoned and maimed the residents and burned their shanties.58 Riots known as
“the Chinatown War” in Los Angeles horrifically lynched 18 Chinese residents 1871.59 In 1877 three days of
anti-Chinese riots led to the burning of much of San Francisco’s Chinatown.60  Political organizers led by Denis
Kearney created The Workingman’s Party of California in 1877. Their central platform was centered around
the slogan “The Chinese Must Go.” Illustrations of this slogan and political images from the time can be used
to show students the racist imagery and scapegoating of Chinese for all manner of labor complaints.

In 1869, the California Democratic Party officially opposed the 14th Amendment on the grounds that it would
bring “untold hordes of pagan slaves” into the state to compete for jobs with white workers.61 The Chinese
Exclusion Act was enacted in 1882, renewed in 1892 and again in 1902. By the twentieth century Chinese
Americans were minimal participants in the labor market.

Conclusions

The large-scale corporate realities of Hydraulic Mining were far different from the narrative sold to Forty
Niners of individual wealth. Places like Dutch Flat and Sulfur Bank Mine stand out as examples of long-term
environmental damage done in the name of profit. While the exploitation of Chinese labor was clearly unjust,
it worked for corporations and provided a model for practices of labor exploitation of minority groups in the
western US for the twentieth century.

In the narrative of Chinese immigrant laborers, the history of exclusion and exploitation has lessons for us
today in the way immigrants who are “othered” are treated as expendable. Chinese men were pushed out of
Gold Country until they were needed to do the “dirty work" then the same population were scapegoated for
stealing the jobs white men didn’t want to do. The Chinese Exclusion Act was passed as the only example of a
federal law to exclude a specific nationality. This exclusion of the population which was willing to do low paid
jobs led to their replacement with a succession of other nationalities who faced (and continue to face) the
threat of violence or deportation in place of a living wage and safe working conditions.

Industrial extraction of resources from the landscape using exploited labor has costs that last for generations.
As art historian Jennifer Raab explains, the historical memory of the California Gold Rush was reimagined in
the visual record as a moment of “social mobility, free enterprise, and self-determination.” Historians have
created a narrative that side steps environmental destruction and racist labor exploitation while valorizing the
white miner “as the personification of American democracy.”62 This myth of rugged individual white men has
skewed our perception of US history. But when we widen our focus to include nonwhite immigrants and the
broader landscape, the story becomes one of exploitation rather than heroic conquest.
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Teaching Strategies-

The four parts of this unit all involve interpretation of visual images. The main strategy I will use is oral
discourse and written analysis using the International Baccalaureate OPCVL strategy.63 This strategy splits up
the way a source can be assessed for usefulness without defaulting to reductive categories such as “reliable”
or “biased.” All sources in history have a bias, and most eyewitnesses are at least to some degree unreliable,
so how do we teach students to use sources in a careful and thoughtful manner? The OPCVL strategy is a way
to do this.

OPCVL asks students to look at a source for its ORIGIN first. Namely who created it, when and where was it
created. Then they analyze the PURPOSE behind the creation of the source. Was it sponsored? Was it intended
to argue a point of view? The third step is to describe the CONTENT of the source in detail. What are all of the
ideas/details contained in the source? Does it tell us any specific facts or statistics? Does it not contain
something that should be present? Then students assess the source’s VALUE to us as historians. How can it
help us in the context of this unit? How helpful is the creator of the source’s specific perspective? Last we
identify the LIMITATIONS of the source. This can include things such as ways in which depictions are clearly
biased, or simply the nature of a visual source that obscures certain things. For example, a photo from long
ago that is blurry because of long exposure times might not give the best details because of the nature of
photography at the time. Whereas a photo taken by someone outside of the community being depicted might
select unrepresentative things to include in its composition.

I have included as much historical background as I can in this document to enable a teacher to guide their
students through these visual records of history. My hope is students can be prompted to come to as many
conclusions as they can on their own.

Classroom Activities-

Part 1: Caricatures, Advertisements, and the Dominant Narrative

The first activity of this unit will have students read selections from a book of caricatures written circa 1850
that tells the story of three men who traveled to California for the Gold Rush. To become familiar with the
dominant narrative that circulated in the eastern US at that time. The exact caricatures I will use are from the
Beineke Rare Book and Manuscript Library and tell the story of the three major types of journeys white US
American men made to get to California. The story explains the Overland, The Cape, and The Panama routes.
The characters arrive in California, find gold, get in fights, and return home with wealth. The moral of the story
is that wealth corrupts, and two of the three main characters end up in tragic ends--gambling debts and
suicide. Only one of the three gets married and buys a farm.  The moral of the story is one of avoiding the
temptation of sin, and the desire to take more than you should. One main feature of the story that students
will be directed to notice, is that it is a story of individual labor rather than collective effort. The main moral
dangers are greed and alcoholism.64

Then students will examine advertisements for Clipper Ship passage to California from the east coast of the



Curriculum Unit 24.01.07 17 of 23

US. They will look at the claims made by the posters and compare the mood of the posters to the mood of the
caricature booklet. The goal is for them to take away the idea of the “California Dream” of getting rich fast.
And the idea that it will be an exciting adventure, rather than a physically grueling industrial style
employment as a wage laborer.

The Third activity of part one is to watch a Bill Moyers video which discusses the push and pull factors that led
to Chinese immigration in the period of the Gold Rush. Students will watch a selection of this video so they can
hear from historians, and authors about the Chinese perspective and experience in history. A transcript is
available on the website where the video is hosted.65 At the end of this part of the unit students will create a
thought bubble collage of an immigrant in this period. What are the hopes and dreams of an individual which
are common across all places of origin?

Part 2: Industrialization of Mining and exploitation of Chinese labor

The second part of this unit corresponds to most of the images in this document. The main activity is image
analysis. Students will examine paintings and photographs from the time to compare the sentiments of and
experiences of different groups of people. The landscape itself is depicted as a lush and fertile in most of the
paintings, while the early photographs focus on the humans and their physical exhaustion. The main images
students will analyze are the Nahl painting and the Letter Paper prints of the Miner’s Dream and the camp of
Chinese Miners.  Students will compare the narrative of the independent miner alone in the wilderness with
the well documented groups of Chinese miners which would have been in every area of the state.

The performance task at the conclusion of this part of the unit is for students to write a letter home from
California on a reproduction of letter paper. They can select from the main images we looked at in class and
write a letter home—hopefully with their own illustrations-- to their family about how their hopes and dreams
have “panned out.” In the letter they must explain how they feel about the accelerating technology of mining,
the social conditions in the Sierra “Gold Country,” and their optimism or pessimism about their chances of
success and how they feel about competition from other miners.

Part 3: Environmental damage and lasting impacts

The fourth major part of this unit looks at mercury mining and its environmental impact. Mercury mining was a
rich man’s business from the start. Its history is entwined with the Spanish crown, the Emperor of China, and
wealthy Mexican landowners who spend more time in court suing over land ownership and corporate shares
than they do at the mines. The workers were employed as wage laborers for dangerous jobs. They will
consider the meaning of working above ground in lower paid jobs compared with working below ground for
higher pay but higher danger. Students will consider the impact on the health of the miners as well as the
long-term damage these mines caused to the environment via satellite photos, and local health warnings
about eating seafood.

The performance task associated with this part of the unit is to create a benefits and drawbacks chart of
mercury mining. Benefits can include high wages, high profits for investors, and technological progress made
possible by such mining. The drawbacks include deadly workplace injuries, and the permanent poisoning of
the landscape for the foreseeable future. They will be challenged to think about where on the chart to place
immigrant labor doing dangerous work. Is it a benefit or a drawback?
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Part 4: Hydraulicking

The later photos of hydraulic mining minimize the humans in each image in favor of the grandeur of the
spouts of pressurized water. Photos of hydraulic mining celebrate the power of machinery over nature, and
the photos can be “read” similarly to the clipper ship advertisements. For example: How was the photo
intended to make you feel about the “California Dream” of getting rich fast?

The performance task for this part of the unit is to ask students to write about one of the images of hydraulic
mining from the 19th century compared to an image of landscape destruction today. They will write about
how both images make them feel about humanity and man’s power to destroy in the name of profit.

Appendix on Implementing Standards.

California State Standards for Social Studies which are addressed in this unit:

11.1.4. Examine… demographic shifts and the emergence in the late nineteenth century of the United States
as a world power.

11.2.2. Describe the changing landscape, including the growth of cities linked by industry and trade, and the
development of cities divided according to race, ethnicity, and class.

11.2.6 Trace the economic development of the United States and its emergence as a major industrial power,
including its gains from trade and the advantages of its physical geography.

Key Outcomes from the University of California at Berkeley Ethnic Studies Model Curriculum

Sample Theme #2 History and Movement

2. How should societies integrate newcomers? How do newcomers develop a sense of belonging to the places
where they have arrived?

3. How does migration affect the identities of individuals, communities, and nations?
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