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Letters from the Gold Rush 
Critical Thinking Question: Overall, was the impact of the Gold Rush more positive or negative? 

 
 
Letter from C.F. Kirtley to his wife, January, November 4, 1849 
 

MY DEAR WIFE:--- It is dark, slightly raining and gloomy, and after a very active day’s business (Sunday as 
it is) is over and I find my self snugly ensconced in my wagon, I know of no better way of employing the 
evening, than writing to you, which, under the circumstances is the most agreeable employment I can engage 
in. I wrote to you a lengthy letter last Sunday and your brother Stanton on Monday, which I hope you will get, 
as they are quite important. I did not have room to say much about this city, or what I was doing in my last 
[letter], I will therefore be a little more [detailed] in this. 

 
This city has been entirely built up in the last five months, and it now has a population of six thousand, and all 
the [markings] of a large city. It has a theatre, Methodist Church, in which there were two sermons today, and 
the people talk of building several Churches right away. It is decidedly the most active, bustling and business 
place I was ever in. Every kind of business you can imagine is carried on here. There are hundreds of wagons 
continually coming in from, and going out to the mines. Boats are arriving and departing daily. A great many 
houses are going up, and many more would go up but lumber is high and scarce. Town lots sell very high, say 
from one to ten thousand. It is the finest place to give full play to the genius and energies of the active business 
man I ever saw. I feel as if I was in my natural element, and if I just had your [practical advice] to hold in 
check my rashness occasionally, I would doubtless get along better. 

 
I have been in business here since the 15th of October, and Dudley and myself have made not less than $60 per 
day. We are keeping a hay yard, hauling, and buying and selling mules, horses, oxen and wagons. We get hay 
on the ground for one and a half cents per pound. Yesterday I sold $50 worth, and to-day $100 worth, $75 of 
which per hundred is clear profit. Besides, Dudley is running the team, which is worth from $25 to $50 per 
day. Last Friday I bought a fine wagon from an emigrant who had just got in, for $125, and the next day sold it 
for $175---$50 profit. The day before I bought a fine yoke of oxen for $100, which are worth here $175. We 
will continue at the business as long as we can do well at it; but we can’t get hay to continue at it more that a 
month or two longer. 

 
We then think of taking a stock of goods out in the mines, and there spend the winter. You may rest assured of 
one thing, that is, as long as I keep well I will keep stirring at whatever I think will pay the best… I saw a man 
a day or two ago, who had made $22,000 in the mines since last May. That is better than miners generally do. 
Sixteen dollars a day is considered about an average yield for those who work. Some do not make it, while 
others make five, ten or twenty times as much. I have not mined any yet. I think I can do as well at other 
business. The time which I gave myself when I left home is not long enough; yet I will be compelled to return 
unless you will come out, for I cannot, or will not stay from you and my little Emma any longer, if I can 
possibly get back. But I would much rather you and [your brother] would come out in the Spring, and stay a 
few years, and if at any time you should get tired of the country. I will return to the States with you. I would 
wend you [s]ome money if there was any certainty of your getting it. And the first time I meet with a suitable 
opportunity, I will send you some. My health and spirits are fine, I have never been sick a day since I left. I 
have never slept in a house since I left St. Joseph, yet I have never been troubled with a bad cold. I would like 
to see you and all the connections out here next Spring. You can come much quicker and easier by water, but 
cheaper over the plains. 

  
Letter from Mr. Sprat Ellis, who went with his father and others overland in the spring of 1849. It took them ten 
months on the overland route to arrive in California. The letter is dated February 14, 1850 
 

Dear Brother --I now take my pen to inform you of our arrival in the gold regions of California, the great place 
which we have been toiling for the last ten months. We left home on the 18th day of April, and arrived here on 
the 10th day of February. I assure you that a journey of ten months is not a very pleasant one, although we 
enjoyed good health the whole route. The distance from home to this place is estimated at 3,500 miles; through 



a country of savage Indians and deserts. After leaving Susan in the State of Senora [northern Mexico], we had 
no grass for our cattle until we passed the Cordilleras of California, the distance being 400 miles, a deep sandy 
road. We had nothing to feed on except willows and cotton wood. Hundreds of cattle, mules and horses died 
on the Gila river for want of food. We lost two cattle ourselves. We sold our horse for $50, but he gave out on 
the desert. We traded one of our cows for a mule on the Rio Grande, and the other died. We reached the town 
of Santa Barbora, on the coast of the Pacific, with three yoke of our cattle, and wagon, and there bartered them 
away for horses. We got six horses and $50. We sold our horses here for $675. A wagon and three yoke of 
cattle here are worth $800. It would have taken us until April to have reached here with our wagon. 

 
Every thing is very dear here now; but will soon be down… I will now tell you all I know about the gold 
mines. I have been here but four days, and do not know much about them. I am told that all men who work 
hard average from $10 to $50 per day; store-keepers, lawyers and doctors stand a poor chance. There is plenty 
of gold here, but it takes hard work to get it. Hundreds of men come here and do not strike a lick, and return 
home without getting any--men who are not accustomed to labor. Some who go to work, make a fortune in a 
short time. A few days ago a man dug out a chunk of gold which weighed 22 pounds, but gambled it away at a 
[card game] during the night. The next day he went to digging again in his hole.-- Each person is allowed 
fourteen feet square of ground at a time to work on. We have not yet worked any in the diggings. We have 
entered into partnership with a man from Galena, an old and experienced miner, and expect to commence 
operations in a few days. Father has improved in health very much on the trip, and is healthier than he has 
been for the last ten years. 

 
Letter from D. Willock June 24, 1850 
 

…those who have come to their sober senses by testing the realities of gold digging, can plainly perceive that a 
large portion of the world in general, and of the United States in particular, are afflicted with [obsessive 
enthusiasm] on the subject of the gold mines of the Pacific coast, so that the wildest constructions may 
probably be put upon letters written to the States, and not unfrequently to the prejudice of the writer’s [truth] 
or judgment. It is evident that the latter state of the case exists, because it is known here that hundreds are on 
their way to California who have been seriously advised by their friends that have preceded them, not to come; 
and the advice has been supported by a detail of facts such as really exist in California, and which, if credited, 
would have determined many who are coming, to stay at home. Nine out of ten who come to this country, 
declare their intention to return in the space of two years; which if they do, the chances are greatly on the side 
of their returning poorly compensated for the time spent, and the [miseries] and hardships undergone. It is 
clearly ascertained by all who have had the necessary means of information, that a large majority of those who 
came out last year have not now as much money, over the sum expended to get here, as will pay their expenses 
home; and it will unquestionably be worse with a large portion of those who arrive this year. I speak of those 
who come here to labor, and that class comprises a large portion of the immigrants. 
 
… [some boys] from [home] have dug up much of the precious dust within the last two months. William D. 
Marmaduke, his brother, and a black boy, took out fifteen hundred dollars last week. Thomas Hart, Jos. 
Winlock and Benj. Ward have done exceedingly well since the wet [s]eason broke up… There is a sort of 
predatory warfare almost constantly kept up between the whites and Indians in the mountains. A few days 
since two men were attacked by Indians, one killed, the other badly wounded, within 18 miles of this place. 
The young man killed is said to be young man by the name of Anderson, from Callaway county, Missouri, 
with whom I had formed an intimate acquaintance. The Indians have paid the debt with heavy [lending], which 
is uniformly the case. 
 
A system of State laws has gone into operation in California; courts are organized, and taxes are bing 
collected. We pay as poll tax for State and County purposes, $8. Foreign miners are taxed $20 per month for 
the privilege of digging gold; and as far as my observation has extended, things begin to work well in the form 
of a State government, another noble proof that the American people are capable of self-government. 

 
 
 
 



Letter from Elisha C. Winchell. September 15, 1850 
 

… Mining, I am sorry to say is not so profitable as it was last year, and a great many emigrants are going 
home, utterly discouraged. I myself saw a boat leave the wharf for San Francisco, yesterday, 
literally crowded with passengers. Many of them appeared in poor health, and all of them wore saddened 
countenances, indicative of misfortune and disappointment. An industrious young man from Monroe told me 
yesterday that he had just come in from the mining districts---had worked nine days, and dug out in that time 
nearly seventy-five cents [about $29 in 2015] worth of gold! And a good many similar cases have come under 
my observation. But this is not the fortune of all. Some have been as successful as they were last year, though 
these constitute but a very small proportion to the mass. 

 
I am writing in the office of my old friend and office mate, Dr. Heitz, of Paris. The window opens upon I 
street, the "Broadway" of Sacramento, which presents a very busy, and to me, (greenhorn that I am,) quite a 
novel appearance. Drays, carts and wagons constantly moving in either direction, cram the streets, and render 
it almost impossible to cross. Auctioneers, criers, etc... swell the confusion and deafen the ear. The sound of 
innumerable hammers reaches out from every direction, and gives notice of the improvements which are 
constantly going on. Over the tops of the buildings you see the masts of shipping, and the smoke of the steam 
boats in the river, and were it not for the dirty looking Indians, and the slovenly [sloppy] Mexicans that stroll 
or furiously gallop through the streets, you might think that you were near the waters of the Atlantic. 
Occasionally, too, a load of gold washers, picks, pans and shovels, goes by, packed on the backs of mules. 
This reminds you of the miners. Don’t think I am discouraged. I can make money here, and with the continued 
blessing of God, am going to do it. 

 
Directions: Complete ONE of the paragraph starters below. Use complete sentences and specific details from the 
letters. Your answer should be a minimum of 5 sentences. 
 
The overall impact of the California Gold Rush was positive because… 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The overall impact of the California Gold Rush was negative because… 


