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CALIFORNIA AND THE DISCOVERY OF GOLD 

The discovery of gold at Sutterôs Mill is one of the seminal 

events of California history.  Almost every Californian 

knows the story of how, on the 24th of January, 1848, 

James Marshall who was supervising the construction of a 

saw mill for John Sutter in Coloma, looked down and saw a 

glimmer of gold in the mill race.  Most of us know how he 

flattened the samples and made some crude tests to make 

sure that he had actually found gold.  We also know that he 

went to Sutterôs Fort, met with Sutter himself and together 

they further tested the material, determined that it was gold 

and behind the locked door of Sutterôs office decided to keep 

their discovery a 

secret.  Yet within a 

matter of days, the 

secret was out.  

Within a few 

months, California 

was flooded with 

young men eager to 

scoop their fortunes 

out of the soil and 

become rich. 

Yet, hardly anyone 

mentions how the 

secret of gold on the 

American River was 

revealed.   Franklin 

Tuthill in his 1866, 

The History of Cali-

fornia, written just 

18 years after the discovery does not mention how the secret 

got out, only that once it had, in the words of the editor of 

The Californian, ñthe whole country from San Francisco to 

Los Angeles, resounds with the sordid cry of óGoldôò.  Ac-

cording to Tuthill, whole towns were depopulated as, ñThe 

people were all flying eastward and northward, to the foot-

hills of the Sierra Nevada.ò  In his work, Tuthill does set the 

date of Marshallôs discovery as the 19th of January and 

mentions that, initially, the reports of gold in California 

were dismissed as fiction.  He cites a report of Hakluytôs 

that Sir Francis Drake believed there were precious metals 

in California and that small amounts were found near the 

Colorado River by the Spanish and mentions the other finds 

and specifically the discovery of gold near Los Angeles in 

1838 but he dismisses these as small and of little value.  

Other than mentioning two miners, one named Isaac 

Humphrey, from Georgia, saw the samples of gold in Yerba 

Buena and went to Coloma on March 7th and began to work 

the deposit and another, a Frenchman, named Battiste, who 

was working for Sutter at Weberôs, joined Humphrey a few 

days later.  But there is no name mentioned of the individu-

al who showed 

Humphrey the 

gold at Yerba 

Buena.  

Even Kevin Starr, 

the Dean of Cali-

fornia Historians, 

in his California: A 

History, only 

states that Sam 

Brannan, who was 

a store keeper in 

Sutterôs employ, 

took the news of 

the discovery at 

Sutterôs Mill to 

San Francisco, ña 

few months later.ò  

It is Starr who has 

Brannan running through the streets, shouting at the top of 

his lungs that ñgold, gold, gold had been discovered on the 

South Fork of the American River!ò  By July, Colonel Rich-

ard Mason, the military governor, and Lieutenant William 

Tecumseh Sherman toured the area and returned to Monte-

rey.  There, Sherman wrote a report which was signed by 

Mason detailing the gold finds in California.   

Continued on page 4  

  

By Douglas Love, Grand Historian 



GRAND PRESIDENTôS MESSAGE 

As I noted in last 
monthôs message, 
weôre all human 
and make mistakes.  
Grand Officers, 
Past Grand Presi-
dents and even 
Grand Presidents 
are not immune.  
When I took office, 
and as I noted in 
my installation 
speech, I intended 
to make, and have 
to a great extent, 
changes that I be-
lieved were for the 

betterment of the Order as a whole, even if they were 
received poorly by a small, but vocal minority of mem-
bers.  

One such change was my desire to return The Native Son, 
our official publication, to a true, historical periodical.  
The theory being, that when we interact with other his-
torical, archeological or archivist organizations, it would 
present a professional picture of the Native Sons of the 
Golden West.  The perception of our Order as a serious, 
competent historical fraternal organization is imperative 
to cooperation with other like-minded organizations and 
will only serve to open more doors that will help us fulfill 
our duties as reflected in the mission statement of our 
Constitution and incorporation documents. 

What this also meant, however, was that articles about 
corned beef and cabbage, crab, spaghetti, sausage, prawn, 
steak and other various and sundry food events would go 
by the wayside so as to devote more page space to our 
true and stated mission.  While this has received a posi-
tive response from most members I have spoken with, 
many of the knife and fork members felt disenfranchised, 
which was never the intent. 

I believed, perhaps naively, that the avenues of subordi-
nate parlor newsletters, Facebook pages, and websites; 
Dates to Remember issued by Grand Parlor to every sin-
gle subordinate parlor; and the www.nsgw.org calendar 
(and the Easy Events Form) would be sufficient to cover 
the majority of these dinners so that members would 
continue to be apprised of the sorts of events that interest 
them. 

What Iôve also come to learn is that many subordinate 
parlors do not share the Dates to Remember and many 
members are unaware of the website calendar or even 
their own parlor websites.  In order to help resolve this 
issue, I ask that subordinate parlors 1) share their parlor 
newsletters with other nearby parlors, highlighting the 
events of local interest; 2) publicize subordinate parlor 
Facebook pages and websites among its members; 3) 
share the Dates to Remember issued monthly by Grand 
Parlor; and 4) begin to actively use the www.nsgw.org 
website calendar. 

To utilize the website Calendar, simply point your brows-
er to www.nsgw.org.  At the right-hand side of the screen 
is ñOur Calendarò.  There you can see all of the events 
entered by Grand Parlor, subordinate parlors and other 
organizations within the Native Sons.  If you wish to add 
your own event, at the top of the page is a button called 
ñEasy Events Formò. Once you click on this, there is a 
fillable form that you can use to add your event to the 
NSGW Calendar.  Ainôt technology grand? 

I readily acknowledge that the overhaul of The Native 
Son is a work in progress and as such, the Editor and I 
have concluded it would be beneficial to begin including a 
section for subordinate parlor events for those Brothers 
who cannot or will not utilize the alternative methods 
discussed above. Emphasis will be placed on, and prefer-
ence given to, events that have an appeal to Brothers in a 
broader geographical, regional or historical sense, such as 
participation in parades, local dedications, district wide 
celebrations, or participation in information booths; es-
sentially things that promote our Order and its mission. 
Hopefully these forthcoming changes will alleviate the 
concerns and frustrations voiced by some Brothers.  

No man ever discharges any trust to the fullest degree. 
Effort serves but to lead us nearer to the unattainable. In 
my official capacity it has been my constant aim and un-
alterable determination to do what lay in my power to-
ward bringing about the improvements needed in the 
Order.  Not everyone will agree with every step I have 
taken, but I hope they can all agree that I did it with the 
best of intentions. 

As always, I welcome any questions or suggestions Broth-
ers may have at grandpresident@nsgw.org. 
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ñIn my official capacity it has been 

my constant aim and unalterable de-

termination to do what lay in my 

power toward bringing about the 

improvements needed in the Order.ò 

- Grand President, Erik Christeson 

Grand President, Erik Christeson 



The Sutter Creek Fire District (SCFD) and the Sutter 

Creek Volunteer Fire Department (SCVFD) began a 

history project in 2005 to commemorate the 100th 

anniversary of the Sutter Creek Fire District in 1905. 

The result of a yearôs worth of research resulted in 

the production of a broadsheet style history paper 

covering the Fire Departments History from 1869 to 

about 1960, and a display of photos, documents, 

maps and artifacts at the Fire Department annual 

dinner in 2006. The Broadsheet Fire History can be 

viewed and/or downloaded at - http://

suttercreekfirehistory.org/projects/broadsheet-

history. 

As part of this initial program, the 1939 Amador City 

Dodge fire truck, built in Sutter Creek, was brought 

out of storage and cleaned up. An original Sutter 

Creek hose cart was totally restored and another 

brought out of storage for display.  An old style 

chemical fire extinguisher cart, donated by Chief Sherrill, 

was refurbished for display. Finally in 2010, the original 

Sutter Creek fire bell was relocated to the Main Fire Station 

for display and a new plaque added to tell a more complete 

story of the bell. 

The History Projects then sat dormant until early 2015 

when Ed and Mimi Arata proposed that the unfinished por-

tions of the projects be restarted and completed within a 

five-year time period. These projects would include: 1- De-

veloping the old Amador City fire house as a mini museum 

to house the 1939 Dodge truck and other displays. 2 - Recre-

ate Sutter Creekôs fire truck, a c.1924 Dodge Brotherôs pick-

up truck that was built locally as Sutter Creekôs first motor-

ized fire equipment. 3 - The development of the old Sutter 

Creek  

 

 

fire house on Main Street as a Fire Museum and workshop 

for the Dodge Brothersô project in #3. 4 ï Rebuild the fire 

bell tower on Main Street with the original hose cart house 

below and tell the story of Eureka Hose Company #3 associ-

ated with this cart house and bell tower. 5- Cleanup and 

highlight the first Sutter Creek fire house on Spanish Street 

with interpretive signage and equipment as available. To 

facilitate these projects, the Aratas provided a seed donation 

to get the ball rolling again.  The SCFD/SCVFD have re-

ceived support and grants from local groups and individuals 

ï The Jackson Racheria Casino, the Amador Community 

Foundation, the Gretchen Kingsbury fund, the Sutter Creek 

Community Benefit Foundation and other smaller 

donors. 

The first project to be completed was the Amador 

City fire house museum in 2015 as part of the Ama-

dor City 100th anniversary.  This fire house had just 

recently been renovated as part of the Amador City 

bridge replacement project and the Sutter Creek Fire 

Department refurbished the fire bell tower and fire 

bell at this time.  The interior of the fire house now 

displays the Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps for Ama-

dor City from 1890 to 1930 and the 1939 Dodge fire 

truck is housed here.  The 1939 Dodge is drivable and 

it is used for community events and parades. 

 

Continued on page 8  

The 1939 Amador City Dodge fire truck that was built 
in Sutter Creek is now housed in the old Amador City 
firehouse along with other displays  
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Photos of Sutter Creekôs first ñFire Truckò c. 1927 and photos 
of the piles of parts that were purchased to recreate the 
truck  

SUTTER CREEK FIRE HISTORY PROJECT 
By Ed Arata, Amador Parlor #17 
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It was this report, entrusted to Lieutenant Lucien Loeser, 

along with 230 ounces of gold from California, which ar-

rived in Washington DC in November and formed the basis 

for President Polkôs announcement to Congress on Decem-

ber 5th, 1848 that gold had been discovered in California.  

This announcement, according to Starr, sparked the Gold 

Rush of 1849 and transformed California forever and be-

came a defining moment in American History.  So, who let 

the secret out?  How did a bit of information, known by 

only a few at Sutterôs Fort in January become announced 

by the President to Congress in December and lead to one 

of the most important events in the history of California 

and the United States?  Why did Sutter and Marshall want 

to keep it a secret in the first place?   For that, we have look 

at what life was like in California before the Gold Rush and 

delve deeper into the story of how Marshall discovered gold 

in the first place. 

Americans had been emigrating to California ever since 

Jedediah Smith became the first American to enter the area 

in 1823.  Over the years, Americans and Europeans had 

trickled in, John Marsh settled in what is now Contra Costa 

County at Rancho Los Medanos in 1836 and John Sutter 

had established his settlement of ñNew Helvetiaò n 1839.  

Famously, the Bartelson-Bidwell Party was the first to ar-

rive by wagon train in 1841.With the advent of ñOregon 

Feverò the number of Americans entering California grew 

but after the tragedy which befell the Donner Party in 1846, 

the number slowed to a trickle.  According to the census of 

1840 there were approximately 8,000 Americans living in 

California.   

During this time, most of the non-Native American popula-

tion of California lived in the coastal region.  From San 

Diego to Sonoma, the Californios and Yankees lived within 

100 miles of the coast.  The great central valley was almost 

devoid of European settlement.  The one great exception 

was Sutterôs colony of New Helvetia at the confluence of the 

American and Sacramento Rivers.  Sutter ran his vast 

48,839 acre holding almost as a feudal baron.  The colony 

was part military outpost, part commercial and agricultural 

enterprise.  The wealth of California was unimaginable.  

Described by Richard Henry Dana in ñTwo Years Before the 

Mastò, the ease and luxury in which the Californios and 

other Europeans lived, with income primarily from ranch-

ing and the tallow and hide trade was simply almost unbe-

lievable to the Americans who lived east of the Mississippi 

River.  There had been reports of gold and other valuable 

minerals in California as far back as Richard Hakluytôs de-

scription of Drakeôs voyages, published in 1589 but except 

for some small deposits around the Colorado River and 

Lopezô discovery of gold in Placerita Canyon in 1840, there 

was little evidence that California was brimming with pre-

cious metals.  Neither of these finds would have the impact 

upon California and the United States as did Marshallôs 

discovery at Coloma. 

So, before the Gold Rush, California was a distant, exotic 

place where one could live a life of ease with most of the 

non-Native American population clustered around coastal 

settlements.  John Sutter was living the life of a feudal bar-

on and most of the Central Valley and Sierra Nevada were 

largely devoid of European settlement.  The economy of 

Mexican California was based upon agriculture and ranch-

ing, with tallow and hides being the most traded commodi-

ties.  There was some whaling and hunting for fur seals and 

sea otters off the coast but there was almost no manufac-

turing and very little mining. 

This all changed with Marshallôs discovery of gold.  John 

Sutter himself feared that he would lose most of his vast 

land grants to squatters who would flood in to California 

looking for gold.  Since he was unsure that the American 

military government in 1848 would recognize his title to 

the lands around Coloma, he and James Marshall tried to 

keep the discovery of gold a secret.  Sutter himself let the 

secret slip when he wrote to Mariano G. Vallejo on the 10th 

of February, 1849 that, ñI have made the discovery of a gold 

mine, which according to experiments we have made, is 

exceedingly rich.ò He also sent one Charles Bennett, in the 

middle of February, to travel to Monterey to secure title to 

the land around his mill in Coloma.  Bennett was instructed 

to say nothing about gold but was to ñsecure the land with 

mill, pasture and mineral privilegesò giving the reason for 

the last as the soil had the appearance of ñlead and silverò 

deposits.  Bennett took six ounces of gold with him on the 

journey to Monterey. On the way, he stopped on Benicia, at 

Pfisterôs store to rest.  At Pfisterôs store Bennett overheard 

that coal had been found at the foot of Mount Diablo and 

that California would soon become of great importance to 

the United States.  Bennett replied, ñCoal! I have something 

here which will beat coal and make this the greatest coun-

try in the world!ò He then began to show his sample around 

the store.  Now, Sutterôs secret was out.  Bennett continued 

to Monterey, stopping in San Francisco where he showed 

the sample to Isaac Humphrey.  Upon reaching Monterey, 

Bennett met with Colonel Mason, but Mason refused to 

make any promises concerning title to the land, stating that 

California was a Mexican province, held by conquest and 

he could not confirm any title until a public survey had 

been made. 

At the end of February, Sutter needed supplies and with 

scurvy making an appearance sent a Swiss teamster to Co-

loma.  The teamster, who was an alcoholic, scoffed when he 

was told that there was gold in Coloma.  The mother of one 

of the mill workers gave him some gold to prove that the 

claims of her son were true.  When he returned to Sutterôs 

Fort, he went into Smith and Brannanôs store to buy some 

whiskey, using the gold as payment.  Smith, asked him 

where he had gotten the gold and the teamster told him.  

Smith checked with Sutter who confirmed that there was 

gold in Coloma and then told his partner, Sam Brannan, 

who famously shouted the news in the streets of San Fran-

cisco. 

  

 

Continued on page 5 

California and The Discovery of Gold ðContinued from page  1 
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By Robert Santos 
 

Grand President Erik Christeson and the Charitable Foun-

dation gave a $85,000 check, the largest check to date to 

St. Johnôs Cleft Palate Center. This is the 49th straight year 

that the Native Sons has delivered a check. Present at the 

presentation was Erikôs core of Grand Officers and all of the 

Southern Parlors. From the Charitable Foundation you had 

Chairman Joe Ursino, Southern California Coordinator 

Steve Faessel and Treasurer Robert Santos. The hospital 

staff made a presentation on the team approach to care of a 

child with a cleft and is now a standard of care for children 

with a cleft throughout the world. St Johnôs was one of the 

first hospitals to adopt the team approach. From the hospi-

tal staff Danelle Fisher, MD Director, Cleft Palate Center 

introduce her staff. Also present was Sister Maureen Craig 

a long time friend of the Native Sons and a huge supported 

of our cause in helping children with a cleft lip or palate. 

The Native Sons and those in attendance listened to a 

young patient by the name of Tente who shared his journey 

with St. Johnôs as a cleft palate child. He was shy but also 

very comfortable in sharing his 18 years with the hospital. 

He said he never felt different from other kids while grow-

ing up. He is now going to Cal State Northridge and is fine 

example in the help and care he received from St. Johnôs.  

We deeply appreciate all the people who donated to this 

most worthy cause. Without your donations we could not 

help these children face the world . 

California and The Discovery of Gold ð 
Continued from page  4 
 

Captain Joseph L. Folsom, Collector of Revenue at San 

Francisco heard about the discovery when Sutterôs 

schooner brought samples of gold to that city in Febru-

ary.  Folsom then wrote to Colonel Mason in April con-

cerning ñrumors of goldò at Sutterôs Mill.  This letter 

caused Mason and his aide, Sherman, to travel to Coloma 

to see the place for themselves.  Initially, most of the re-

ports of gold were dismissed, but after Shermanôs report 

was made public by President Polk, the world knew that 

Marshallôs discovery was not fiction and sparked the 

Gold Rush which transformed California overnight.  

From 8,000 Americans living in California in 1840, the 

American population swelled to 379, 994 in 1850 and 

California was admitted into the Union. 
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GRAND PRESIDENT GIVES 
CHECK TO SAINT JOHNôS CLEFT 

PALATE CENTER 

Young patient by the name of Tente who shared his      
journey with St. Johnôs as a cleft palate child 

For those Brothers that make bolo ties I 

have a kit made of cords, tips, fasteners, 

and glue plus info on  suppliers of these 

items.  

These are all free contact Dave McCann  

-National Parlor 650-871-7466  

BOLO TIES 

 


