
STAGE 4Unit focus: United States of America
Text focus: Information Text (790L)

The Gold Rush
The fi rst Europeans to arrive in North America landed in 1492. For nearly 400 years these 

sett lers lived almost enti rely on the east coast. Mountain men started to head out west in 

the 1820s. They travelled to the Rocky Mountains to hunt animals. 

Something happened in the 1840s that changed everything. There had been a route 

connecti ng Missouri to Oregon for 30 years by this point, but it wasn’t wide enough for 

waggons. This trail was gradually widened to allow waggons to pass. This meant that more 

people could head out west. 

The urge to explore meant that thousands of people left  their homes in the east and 

headed off  to see what waited for them. A discovery by James Wilson Marshall in 1848 gave 

everybody even more reason to drop everything. Farmers had only made it over the Rocky 

Mountains into California 4 years before. Sti ll, already people were heading there to build 

new sett lements. Marshall was constructi ng a sawmill on the river when he discovered gold. 

Not many people believed him at fi rst, and he had to show them what he had found before 

they did. 

Word spread back to the people in the east that there were fortunes to be made in 

California. Over 300,000 people fl ocked to take advantage of the new opportuniti es. Most 

of the miners were men and lived in sett lements of tents. They protected their patch of land 

fi ercely. They wanted to make sure they kept any gold that they found. Most people spent 

all of their money on their journey and never made it back. Only a small number actually 

made a fortune. 

The lure of gold was so strong that many men left  behind families and businesses. Mr 

Shufelt said at the ti me: “I have left  those that I love as my own life behind and risked 

everything and endured many hardships to get here. I want to make enough to live easier 
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and do some good with before I return.” Many never returned to their families. Over time, 

the mining settlements grew into larger towns. San Francisco started off as a small town 

called Yerba Buena. Only 400 people were living there in 1845. By the end of the gold rush 

in 1856, the population had exploded to over 55,000. 

1856 marked the end of the rush for gold, but not the end for the west. Suddenly, there 

were hundreds of thousands of people with nothing to do and lots of land. Many of them 

settled down as farmers or opened stores to provide goods. 

Americans didn’t have to wait long for the next exciting change. In 1859, Edwin Drake struck 

oil. Once again, the rush was on for many Americans to make their fortune.

RETRIEVAL FOCUS
1. When was gold first discovered in California?

2. Who discovered the first gold?

3. Where did the first miners live?

4. True or false: Most people who headed to California became rich.

5. What was the early name for San Francisco?

VIPERS QUESTIONS
I Why did so many people suddenly head out to California when they knew gold was there?

V Find a word in the text that means people travelled in large numbers.

S What happened to the miners after the gold rush ended?

S Why was 1859 an important year for people who had lost all of their money?

I How did Mr Shufelt feel about the rush for gold?



Answers:

1. 1848

2. James Wilson Marshall

3. In tents

4. False

5. Yerba Buena

I: They wanted to make their fortune and improve their lives

V: Flocked

S: They became farmers or store owners

S: Oil was discovered which meant they could try to make another fortune

I: It was hard to get there, and he left a lot behind. He wanted to earn enough to make life easier.
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