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What Was the California Gold Rush? 

By Laura Masciarelli 
 

Content Warning: Racism, Environmental Destruction 
 

 
https://www.pbs.org/kenburns/the-west/film-credits  

 
 
Oh, CALIFORNIA! It’s home to the oldest tree in the world and the hottest 
national park. It’s known for beautiful beaches and star-studded sidewalks. 
Of course, the GOLDEN STATE was also the setting of a major event in 
early U.S. history. What are we talking about? The California GOLD RUSH! 
 
[SPELL]  NATIONAL 
[SPELL]  HISTORY 
[SPELL]  SIDEWALKS 
[K] What are we talking about in this lesson? The California ______ 
______. GOLD RUSH 
[K] The oldest tree in the ______ is located in California. WORLD 
[K] What is California’s nickname? THE GOLDEN STATE 
[SO] Name something California is known for. BEAUTIFUL BEACHES, 
STAR STUDDED SIDEWALKS 
[PK] California is located on the west coast of the US. Name another state 
on the west coast of the US. OREGON, WASHINGTON 

[K] Known | [SO] Semi-Open | [N] Number | [PK] Prior Knowledge | [VAKT] VAKTivity | [O] Open 

https://www.pbs.org/kenburns/the-west/film-credits


2 
 

 
 
The California Gold Rush began on January 24, 1848, just days before the 
end of the MEXICAN-AMERICAN War. It all started when JAMES 
MARSHALL found gold at SUTTER’S MILL. Marshall and John Sutter, the 
mill’s owner, planned to keep it a secret. However, secrets have a way of 
getting out. The news of Marshall’s find spread through California.  
 

 
Sutter’s Mill Replica 

 
[SPELL]  BEGAN 
[SPELL]  OWNER 
[SPELL]  SPREAD 
[K] What was the name of the man who first found gold? JAMES 
MARSHALL 
[K] Where did James Marshall find gold? SUTTERS MILL 
[K] James Marshall and John Sutter planned to keep the discovery ______. 
SECRET 
[N] What year did the California Gold Rush start? 1848 
[K] What war ended just days after the gold rush began? 
MEXICAN-AMERICAN WAR 
[PK] Mexico is the country that borders the United States to the south. 
What country borders the U.S. to the north? CANADA 
[PK] Gold is often used for making jewelry. Name another metal used in 
making jewelry. SILVER, COPPER, PLATINUM, etc. 
[O] If gold were suddenly discovered, how would you feel about joining the 
rush? 
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Soon, people flocked to the Sutter’s Mill area. By June 1848, much of SAN 
FRANCISCO emptied as people left in search of gold. Of course, the word 
spread beyond California. Soon, people were coming from OREGON, 
HAWAII, MEXICO, CHINA, and elsewhere. Some struck it rich. However, 
many others worked hard in the mines for little payoff. 
 
[SPELL]  FLOCKED 
[SPELL]  SEARCH 
[SPELL]  HOWEVER 
[K] People first flocked to Sutter’s Mill from what California city? SAN 
FRANCISCO 
[K] Some people struck it ______. RICH 
[K] Others worked hard for little ______. PAYOFF 
[N] If the gold was discovered in January, the first month in1848 and San 
Francisco emptied in June, the sixth month, how many months did it take 
for that city to empty? 6 – 1 = 5 
[SO] Name one of the places people came from to search for gold. 
OREGON, HAWAII, MEXICO, CHINA 
[PK] Of the places mentioned where people came from, which is the 
furthest away from California? CHINA 
 
 
The United States took California from Mexico at the end of the 
Mexican-American War (and before that, the area had belonged to 
VARIOUS Indigenous peoples for millenia). However, the REGION wouldn’t 
become a state until 1850. When Americans on the East Coast heard 
about the gold, they headed west as well. By 1849, around 300,000 people 
had moved to the TERRITORY. They came to be called “FORTY-NINERS” 
after the year many of them arrived. 
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[SPELL]  HEARD 
[SPELL]  VARIOUS 
[SPELL]  MEXICO 
[K] Before Mexico owned California, it had belonged to various Indigenous 
______ for millenia. PEOPLES 
[N] What year did California become a state? 1850 
[N] How many years after the gold rush did California become a state? 
1850 – 1848 = 2 YEARS 
[K] The 300,000 people who moved to California to look for gold were 
known as ______ ______. FORTY NINERS 
[PK] Name a state on the east coast of the U.S. MAINE, 
MASSACHUSETTS, CONNECTICUT, etc. 
[VAKT] Watch this short video about how to “pan for gold.” 
https://www.youtube.com/shorts/ZUQoYQwou-Y  
[O] People today still pan for gold—what are your thoughts about if you 
might like to pan for gold? 
 
 
The miners were not treated equally. Those who moved from China faced a 
great deal of trouble in California. The FOREIGN MINERS’ TAX meant 
non-American miners had to pay the government $3 per month. That’s 
about $150 today. Those who were successful often became victims of 
robbery and violence. When California became part of the U.S., it did so as 
a free territory. That meant slavery was illegal there. As such, many Black 
Americans moved to California. However, they still faced a great deal 
of RACISM. Nevertheless, some of the first gold mines in SACRAMENTO 
COUNTY were owned by Black miners. 
 
[SPELL]  TROUBLE 
[SPELL]  MINERS 
[SPELL]  MONTH 
[N] $3 back then is worth how many dollars today? 150 
[K] Miners from which country faced a lot of trouble in California? CHINA 
[K] What was the tax called that non American miners had to pay? 
FOREIGN MINERS TAX 
[K] When California joined the U.S. as a free territory, slavery was ______ 
there. ILLEGAL 
[K] Black miners faced a lot of ______. RACISM 
[SO] Name one thing that successful miners often became the victim of. 
ROBBERY, VIOLENCE 
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In 1848, around 150,000 Indigenous people lived in what is today known as 
California. The region was home to the MOJAVE, KAROK, MAIDO, and 
several other nations. By 1870, most had been killed by violence, disease, 
or starvation. That year, there were only about 30,000 Native people left in 
California. 
 
[SPELL]  LIVED 
[SPELL]  SEVERAL 
[SPELL]  NATIVE 
[SO] In 1848, about 150,000 ______ people lived in California. 
INDIGENOUS, NATIVE 
[SO] Name one of the Indigenous nations from what is today known as 
California. MOJAVE, KAROK, MAIDO, etc. 
[SO] Name one thing that, by 1879, many Indigenous people in the 
California area had been killed by. VIOLENCE, DISEASE, STARVATION 
[N] Approximately how many Native people died between 1848 and 1870? 
150000 – 30000 = 120000 
 
 
Of course, the Gold Rush also had a negative impact on the 
ENVIRONMENT. This was especially true once large mining companies got 
involved. They used HYDRAULIC drilling, which harmed both land and 
bodies of water. It even ruined crops. Regulations stopped this practice in 
1884, but the consequences continue today. Many Native hunting and 
burial grounds were destroyed forever. 
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[SPELL]  IMPACT​  
[SPELL]  NEGATIVE 
[SPELL]  FOREVER 
[K] The Gold Rush had a negative impact on the ______. ENVIRONMENT 
[K] There was an impact on the environment especially once large ______ 
companies got involved. MINING 
[K] The consequences of the impact on the environment continue ______. 
TODAY 
[SO] Name something that hydraulic drilling harmed. LAND, BODIES OF 
WATER, CROPS, NATIVE HUNTING/BURIAL GROUNDS 
[PK] What word was used above that means laws or rules? 
REGULATIONS 
[SO] Name a type of Native grounds that were destroyed forever. 
HUNTING, BURIAL 
 
 
The California Gold Rush lasted until 1859, although individuals and 
companies continued to mine gold for decades longer. How much gold was 
found? The peak year was 1852, when miners uncovered about $81 
million. Altogether, more than 750,000 pounds of gold were found during 
the Gold Rush. Would you have moved to California during the Gold Rush? 
What would you have done to treat other people with respect? With some 
luck, you may have become one of America’s first millionaires! 
 
[SPELL]  UNCOVERED 
[SPELL]  RESPECT 
[SPELL]  MILLION 
[N] How many years did the Gold Rush last? 1859 – 1848 = 11 YEARS 
[N] How many million dollars worth of gold was found in the peak year? 81 
[K] Even when the Gold Rush ended, individuals and companies continued 
to mine gold for how much longer? DECADES 
[O] If you joined the new gold rush and found a pile of gold and became a 
millionaire, what would you buy with your riches? 
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Laura Masciarelli teaches communication skills using S2C (Spelling to 
Communicate) methods at her Long Island based practice, Words At My 
Fingertips. She is also a physical therapist, specializing in primitive reflex 
integration. 
 
 
Sources: 
https://www.loc.gov/collections/california-first-person-narratives/articles-and
-essays/early-california-history/discovery-of-gold/  
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/goldrush-california/  
https://www.loc.gov/collections/california-first-person-narratives/articles-and
-essays/early-california-history/first-peoples-of-california/  
https://kids.nationalgeographic.com/history/article/native-people-of-californi
a  
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