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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS

Invisible Activists:
Foundational Political Work of Black Women in Gold Rush California,

1850 — 1861

by
Margaret Williams Verrone
Master of Arts in African American Studies
University of California, Los Angeles, 2024

Professor Brenda Stevenson, Chair

This thesis focuses on the political activism of Black women in California from the onset
of the California Gold Rush through the beginning of the Civil War. Black people migrating to
California during the Gold Rush encountered an anti-Black environment and responded by
engaging in abolition work and organizing; seeking voting rights, the right to testify against
white people in court, and the desegregation of schools and public transportation. Though
activism performed by Black men in the nineteenth century is documented, the political work of
Black women during this period has often been overlooked, minimized, or uncredited. This
thesis reveals the creative tactics and strategies Black women in the nineteenth century utilized in
the struggle for civil rights, identifying Black women as equal partners with Black men in the

political achievements of that era.



This thesis of Margaret Williams Verrone is approved.
Benjamin L. Madley
Richard A. Yarborough

Brenda Stevenson, Committee Chair

University of California, Los Angeles

2024



DEDICATION

Dedicated to the memory of my father, Dr. Carroll B. Williams, Jr.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

ADbstract 0f the TResSIS. ... .o e 1
DEAICALION. ...ttt e e v
50 O (O vi
ACKNOWICAZEMENLS. ...\ttt e et e vil
INErOAUCHION. ... e e e 1
Part One: California Migration...........o.ovuiiuititii i 20
Part Two: Black Ideologies Pre-Migration...........ooouviiiiiiiiiii it ee e 46
Part Three: Black Women’s Activism in California...............oooiiiiiiiiiiiii 72
L7035 To] 18 ] 103 o U 126
BibliOgraphy . .. .ot e 136



LIST OF FIGURES

Figure 1. California Gold Rush Migration Routes.............coooviiiiiiiiiiiiiiie, 32
Figure 2. SIave NOTICE. ... vttt et e e et ae e e e e neeaaans 39
Figure 3. Black People in Elegant Dress, 1860...........coviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieiieee e, 57
Figure 4. Mary Ellen Pleasant and John Brown..............oooi e 77
Figure 5. Archy Lee Donation SOlICItation. ... ....ouvuiieiiiit i eies ceeeieeeiaeenanns 89
Figure 6. First Colored Baptist Church of San Francisco...............cooeviiir coiiiiiiiiiininn.n 101
Figure 7. Bell Mansion. ........co.oiiiit i e e 122
Figure 8. Bridget “Biddy” Mason..........oouiiiiiiiiiii i 124

Vi



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

[ would like to thank my committee for their support in pursuit of my thesis. Their
helpful guidance has shaped my research and my writing. Benjamin Madley has been an
enthusiastic mentor, offering helpful feedback, recommending books and articles to aid my
research, and proofreading the final manuscript. For his time, patience, and zeal I am truly
thankful. Richard Yarborough has also imparted valuable critiques, improving the clarity and
elegance of my written expression. My committee chair, Brenda Stevenson, is someone whose
work I have long admired, and I am grateful for her commentary on my work and her help in my
progress as a historian.

In addition to my committee, I would like to acknowledge the help I received from the
many librarians and archivists whom I consulted in my research. Virginia Smyly, an archivist
with the San Francisco African American Historical and Cultural Society, allowed me to spend
an afternoon exploring their materials, and followed up our meeting with more resources. Her
enthusiasm and deep knowledge of Black history in the Bay Area was immensely helpful, and a
high point in my information gathering. Brandee Worsham, the reference librarian at the National
Museum of African American History and Culture (NMAAHC), pulled an extraordinary
collection of books for me to consult, and offered suggestions for further research. Angela Tate,
curator of women’s history at the NMAAHC also provided useful advice and pointed me towards
places that would yield useful archival material. I am also grateful for the help of the good
people at the Bancroft Library at the University of California, Berkeley, the Oakland Library and

Museum, and the San Francisco Public Library.

Vii



A special thank you to my son-in-law, Jordan Villegas-Verrone, whose research skills are
breathtaking. Not only did he give me a short primer in archival and newspaper research, but he
also unearthed some difficult to find material when I needed it. Special thanks to my children,
Patric, Mars, and Teddy, who inspire me every day, and my husband, Patric M. Verrone, for his
unceasing support while I have pursued my degree. His encouragement and passion for history

has been a wonderful motivator and has made this experience a constant joy.

viii



INTRODUCTION

In January of 1848 James Marshall discovered gold in Coloma, California at John
Sutter’s sawmill, triggering a massive migration.! Hundreds of thousands of people from around
the world descended upon California, from Asia, Latin America, Europe, the Pacific Islands,
Australia, New Zealand, and states across North America, mixing among California Indians,
Californios, and Mexicans already living in the area, creating, in a short period of time, one of
the most racially and culturally diverse regions on the planet.? Among the treasure seekers were
Black migrants from eastern free states, whose movements were not solely motivated by riches.
While many gold seekers planned to extract wealth and return home, most of these free Black
migrants planned to relocate permanently. Having suffered the indignities of second-class
citizenship in the East, California appealed to Black newcomers, men and women seeking the
social freedoms and political equality previously withheld in their states of origin.® Encouraged
by the territory’s absence of chattel slavery, its multi-racial heritage, and reports in Black
newspapers of social fluidity, Black migrants traveled to California, optimistic that they would

find opportunities for economic advancement.*

Y H.W. Brands, The Age of Gold: The California Gold Rush and the New American Dream (New York: Random
House, 2002), 24.

2D. Michael Bottoms, An Aristocracy of Color: Race and Reconstruction in California and the West, 1850 — 1890
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2013), 4.

8 Lawrence P. Crouchett, Lonnie G. Bunch III, and Martha Kendall Winnacker, Visions Toward Tomorrow: The
History of the East Bay Afro-American Community 1852-1977 (Oakland, California: Dharma Enterprises, 1989), 3.
4 Jack D. Forbes, “The Early African Heritage of California,” in Seeking EI Dorado: African Americans in
California, edited by Lawrence B. de Graaf, Kevin Mulroy, and Quintard Taylor (Los Angeles: Autry Museum of
Western Heritage in Association with Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2001), 89.
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The promise that California represented for Black people did not immediately materialize
as Black pioneers often encountered a racially hostile environment. When the California
Constitutional Convention assembled in the Autumn of 1849, several delegates proposed a
constitutional provision barring Black people from the state.® Though it did not pass, the state’s
first Democrat-dominated legislature under Governor Peter Burnett later introduced a “Bill for an
Act Prohibiting the Immigration of Free Negroes and Persons of Colour to this State.” This failed
as well, but other legislation adopted by the state denied Black people social and political parity.®
The inability to vote, serve on juries, testify in court, or legally protect their property exposed
Black people to all sorts of mischief, including theft, assault, and, most crucially, enslavement.

Despite California entering the union as a free state in September of 1850, unfree labor
saturated the landscape. Illegal California Indian chattel slavery already existed in the region, as
Spanish, Russian, and Mexican authorities institutionalized bonded labor in California when they
ruled the territory, which United States officials increased.” Indeed, John Sutter employed
hundreds of Northern California Indians, who, though nominally paid, were often unfree.?
Unfree immigrants from Northern Mexico, Chile, and China worked under coercive contracts
that kept them toiling for years, paid only in non-monetary compensation.® Unsurprisingly, Black
slavery was also tolerated in antebellum California. Southern slaveholders brought enslaved men
and women to California to mine or to hire out. Free Black people who had moved westward in

hopes of evading the reach of the federal Fugitive Slave Law of 1850 and the kidnappings and

5 Browne, John Ross, Report of the Debates in the Convention of California on the Formation of the State
Constitution in September and October 1849 (Washington: John T. Towers, 1850), 339.

6 Stacey L. Smith, Freedom s Frontier: California and the Struggle over Unfree Labor, Emancipation, and
Reconstruction (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2013), 62; W. Sherman Savage, Blacks in the
West (Westport: Greenwood Press, 1976), 10.

" Benjamin Madley and Edward D. Melillo, “California Unbound: Rethinking the ‘End’ of Unfree Labor in the
Pacific World and Beyond,” California History 100, no. 3 (Fall 2023), 27.

8 Ibid, 28.

9 Smith, Freedom s Frontier, 10.



false accusations that it perpetrated found themselves imperiled by the passage of the California
Fugitive Slave Act in 1852.19 In response, some Black people left California, moving north to
British Columbia.!! Others chose to stay and fight, utilizing the same strategies they had
developed in the Eastern United States. Members of the Black community worked as
abolitionists, organized conventions to spearhead political campaigns, and raised money to fund
landmark civil rights court cases and other causes.

Black men have often been credited as the leaders of Black political activism, eliding the
participation of Black women. Indeed, historians have written much about the activities of Black
men in nineteenth-century California with minimal reference to Black women, creating the
impression that Black women made only minor contributions to the Black political work of the
time. This thesis contends that Black women in California, exposed to the same injustices and
dangers as Black men, engaged fully in the fight for equal rights.?

There are many reasons why the political actions of Black women in Gold Rush
California have remained under-studied. Primary source materials detailing the activities of the
Black community are, in general, scant. Neglect, fire, and flood destroyed many records.*?
Because the Black population was small, especially compared to the much larger Chinese
population, the Black community did not attract the attention of many nineteenth-century
California journalists and writers.!* Records revealing Black women’s activities remain

particularly elusive. In the rare case that a Black woman appeared in a California newspaper of

10 California Legislature, The Statutes of California passed at the Third Session of the Legislature (San Francisco:
G.K. Fitch & Co. and V.E. Geiger & Co. State Printers, 1852), 67.

11 Rudolph Lapp, Blacks in Gold Rush California (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1977), 240.

12 Willi Coleman, “African American Women and Community Development in California, 1848-1900,” in Seeking
El Dorado: African Americans in California, eds. Lawrence B. de Graaf and Quintard Taylor (Los Angeles: Autry
Museum of Western Heritage in Association with Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2001), 111.

3 Daniels, Pioneer Urbanites: A social and Cultural History of Black San Francisco (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1990), xix.

14 Lapp, Blacks in Gold Rush California, ix.



the day, the common Victorian practice of referring to married women with the honorific “Mrs.”
followed by the husband’s name effectively erased their individual identities. Modern historians
have either obscured or overlooked Black women’s activities by using gender neutral terms, such
as “the Black community” when describing Black activity, concealing those areas where Black
women may have had a role, or crediting only the husband for an endeavor in which the wife
also participated. Following Victorian norms that conditioned the shape of Black protest toward
political goals that primarily affected men also tended to silence Black female voices.*®

Existing records tend to focus on the Black middle-class - those who were able to
accumulate wealth - stressing racial uplift and opportunity while paying scant attention to the
Black working class, but the historical erasure of Black women’s accomplishments is not limited
to the poor.® Unable to escape the stigma of inferiority, nineteenth-century Black women’s
achievements have often been ignored by white society.!” Historian Deborah Gray White
attributed their invisibility to the Black woman’s condition of double oppression: what is
important to Blacks is invisible to whites, what is important to women is invisible to men.*8

That said, there are three notable Black women commonly identified in history books for
their important political work in Gold Rush California: entrepreneur and financier, real estate
magnate, and abolitionist Mary Ellen Pleasant; former slave, real estate magnate and
philanthropist Biddy Mason; and educator Elizabeth Thorn Scott Flood. By focusing almost

exclusively on this trio, historians have created the misimpression that they were the only Black

15 Patrick Rael, Black Identity and Black Protest in the Antebellum North (Chapel Hill: The University of North
Carolina Press, 2002), 6.

16 Marne Campbell, Making Black Los Angeles: Class, Gender, and Community, 1850 — 1917 (Chapel Hill: The
University of North Carolina Press, 2016) 5.

1" Lawrence B. de Graaf, “Race, Sex, and Region: Black Women in the American West, 1850 -1920,” Pacific
Historical Review 49, no. 2 (May 1980): 285-313.

18 Deborah Gray White, A4r 'nt I a Woman? Female Slaves in the Plantation South (New York: W.W. Norton and
Company, 1985), 23.
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women in Gold Rush California whose achievements merit mention. This thesis seeks to show
that, though exceptional, these three women represent work being done by the entire Black
female community during the Gold Rush.

Black women’s activities have also been overlooked because scholars do not recognize
their efforts as political. With Victorian social norms discouraging women from public political
displays, Black women’s actions largely supported the more public political work of Black men.
Black women’s political work in Gold Rush California took the less visible forms of fundraising,
community building, social work, hospitality, and education. Yet these undertakings proved
crucially important. They provided the ground upon which political campaigns and social
movements blossomed. This paper seeks to redefine “activism” to include this less conspicuous
political work, for without it the civil rights advances achieved by the Black community in Gold
Rush California would have been impossible. Yet finding the relevant data has not been easy.

The primary challenge in researching this thesis was to locate places where Black
women’s political activism was suggested, alluded to, or could be inferred. It required reviewing
available primary sources but reading between the lines, re-examining Black women’s work with
the presumption that they were keenly aware of, and impacted by, the anti-Black politics that
dominated Gold Rush California. It required holding the belief that Black women were not
spectators but actors, with the courage and resolve to do whatever necessary to protect their
families and improve their living conditions. By viewing Black women’s actions in Gold Rush
California through a lens of presumed agency, this thesis teases out clues that provide evidence
of Black women'’s political activism.

The search for signs of political activism begins pre-migration. Black women activists

traveling to California in the nineteenth century likely displayed political behavior in their state



of origin. When they moved to California they brought with them their propensity toward
activism, as well as personal, family, and community histories of strategic responses to racism.
Facing similar challenges in California, it can be assumed that they repeated these same, often
well-honed strategies. This thesis presents the scholarship of historians who have identified
social and cultural precepts that governed the free Black community in the East, as well as
conventions of enslaved Black people, to explain the various forms Black women’s activism took

post-migration.

Historiography

Nineteenth-century northern Black women held the same political convictions as the
northern Black community at large, and several monographs consulted for this thesis illuminated
their activism. The Fugitives Gibraltar: Escaping Slaves and Abolitionism in New Bedford,
Massachusetts (2009) by historian Kathryn Grover provided comprehensive background for how
New Bedford, Massachusetts, the port city of origin for many Black California migrants in the
nineteenth century, became a magnet for fugitive slaves and other people of African descent, and
developed into a hotbed of anti-slavery activism.'® In the Shadow of Slavery: African Americans
in New York City, 1626 — 1863 (2003) by historian Leslie M. Harris examined the history of
Black activism in New York City, tracing four periods of political work and class consciousness,

from 1626 through the United States Civil War.?® Historian Patrick Rael’s Black Identity and

19 Kathryn Grover, The Fugitive's Gibraltar: Escaping Slaves and Abolitionism in New Bedford, Massachusetts
(Ambherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2001), 11.

2 Leslie M. Harris, In the Shadow of Slavery: African Americans in New York City, 1626-1863 (Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 2003), 8.
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Black Protest in the Antebellum North (2002) traced the emergence of Black protest thought in
the North and how it developed into two idea sets - racial uplift and Black nationalism.?

Religion and the Black church loomed large in Black communities during this period, and
several scholars have examined how the relationship of Black people to the church expressed
itself through activism. Exodus! Religion, Race, and Nation in Early Nineteenth-Century Black
America (2000) by historian Eddie S. Glaude described how the Old Testament Bible story of
Exodus resonated with many Black people in the United States and translated into notions of
racial solidarity, profoundly shaping Black American politics in the nineteenth century.?? Jesus,
Jobs, and Justice: African American Women and Religion (2010) by Bettye Collier-Thomas
presented political initiatives that developed in the Black church, but also revealed the breadth of
the oppression and suppression of Black church women in the United States.?3

Three monographs and one journal article consulted for this thesis focused on beliefs that
informed the sensibilities of nineteenth-century free Black women specifically. In Beyond
Respectability: The Intellectual Thought of Race Women (2017) historian Brittney C. Cooper
presented the intellectual genealogy of “race women,” the female counterpart to “race men,”
highlighting women throughout United States history who argued for a Black-woman centered
theory of racial discourse, as existing ideas did not demarcate the unique experience of Black
womanhood.?* Though Cooper’s history began in the late nineteenth century, nascent strains of

this movement are evident as early as the 1850’s, that is, during the California Gold Rush. In A//

Bound Up Together: The Woman Question in African American Public Culture 1830 -1900

2 Rael, Black Identity and Black Protest, 5.

22 Eddie S. Glaude, Exodus! Religion, Race, and Nation in Early nineteenth century Black America (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2000), 16.

23 Bettye Collier-Thomas, Jesus, Jobs, and Justice: African American Women and Religion (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 2010), xvi.

24 Brittney C. Cooper, Beyond Respectability: The Intellectual Thought of Race Women (Chicago: University of
Illinois Press, 2017), 14.
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(2007), historian Martha S. Jones located Black women’s work in the United States in churches,
antislavery societies, literary circles, mutual aid organizations, schools, and war relief agencies,
arguing that these areas served as training grounds for political activity and expanded Black
women’s public capacities.?® Beauty Shop Politics: African American Women s Activism in the
Beauty Industry (2010) by historian Tiffany M. Gill explained the strategic importance of the
beauty industry as it served to form Black women’s identities. She also traced how these
entrepreneurial shops propelled some beauticians into political civil rights work during the
nineteenth century that continued into the twentieth century.?® In her article “Black Ideals of
Womanhood in the Late Victorian Era” historian Shirley J. Carlson explained how the “ideal
Black woman” of the nineteenth century lived a dual existence, embodying the genteel behaviors
that satisfied the “culture of womanhood” as required by white Victorian society, but also
displaying attributes of womanhood valued by her own community.?’

Meanwhile, enslaved Black women who traveled to California during the Gold Rush
brought with them practices, beliefs, and objectives that often differed from the ideologies of free
Black women and several scholars have provided important insights into their pre-migration
lived experiences. Life in Black and White: Family and Community in the Slave South (1996) by
historian Brenda E. Stevenson focused on the activities of slaveholders and slaves in Loudon
County, Virginia; but the domestic conditions, gender responsibilities, and extended family and

kinship structures that she explored were universal to slaves throughout the South.?® Labor of

% Martha S. Jones, All Bound Up Together: The Woman Question in African American Public Culture, 1830-1900
(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2007), 9.

2 Tiffany M. Gill, Beauty Shop Politics: African American Women's Activism in the Beauty Industry (Chicago:
University of Illinois Press, 2010), 9.

27 Shirley J. Carlson, “Black Ideals of Womanhood in the Late Victorian Era,” in The Journal of Negro History 77,
no. 2 (Spring 1992), 61.

28 Brenda E. Stevenson, Life in Black and White: Family and Community in the Slave South (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1996), x.
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Love, Labor of Sorrow: Black Women, Work, and the Family from Slavery to the Present (1985)
by historian Jacqueline Jones chronicled the changes in Black women’s work before and after the
U.S. Civil War, with chapters describing the skillset enslaved Black women would later utilize in
entrepreneurial endeavors once in California.?® Ar’n’t [ A Woman: Female Slaves in the
Plantation South (1985) by historian Deborah Gray White pointed out the triple constraints
endured by Black female slaves — being Black in a white-dominated society, enslaved in an
otherwise free society, and female in a society ruled by men. White explained how this unique
condition created conflicting conceptualizations of Black womanhood — the “jezebel” and the
“mammy” - which affected Black women’s movements in community life.*° Historian Juliet E.
K. Walker’s article, “Racism, Slavery, and Free Enterprise: Black Entrepreneurship Before the
Civil War,” revealed the scope, diversity, and multidimensional character of Black business
activities among both free and enslaved Black men and women. These four works provided a
baseline for comprehending the general character, capabilities, and objectives of enslaved and
recently free Black women pioneers before their migration. This thesis will show how these
elements shaped their civil rights activism once in Gold Rush California.

This thesis also engaged scholarly works detailing the experiences of specific Black
women. The first place many scholars start when researching the history of Black Californians is
the earliest monograph published on the subject, The Negro Trailblazers of California, written by
journalist and historian Delilah Beasley in 1918. Beasley scoured the archives at the Bancroft
Library at the University of California, Berkeley, as well as newspapers of the day for incidents

and anecdotes illuminating Black history in California. She also gathered oral histories from

2 Jacqueline Jones, Labor of Love, Labor of Sorrow: Black Women, Work, and the Family from Slavery to the
Present (New York: Basic Books, Inc. 1985), 9.
30 White, Ar'n't I A Woman? 15.



Black California pioneers and their children. Beasley’s book included the educational, social, and
occupational accomplishments of specific Black residents of Northern California, which
sometimes read like a “Who’s Who” of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Black society.3!
Her research approach unearthed a wealth of information about Black women’s work in a variety
of California institutions and was an invaluable resource for this project.

Despite the obvious value of Beasley’s path-breaking book, later historians writing about
the history of Black people in the western United States often dismissed her work. In his 1987
introduction to The Black West, historian William Katz called her an “amateur historian,” with an
“untrained approach [that] was often inadequate.”®? Katz’ book, as well as historian Rudolph
Lapp’s Blacks in Gold Rush California (1977), historian William Savage’s Blacks in the West
(1976), and historian Quintard Taylor’s In Search of the Racial Frontier: African Americans in
the American West, 1528 — 1990 (1998), all cover the same ground as Beasley, but do not devote
nearly as much attention to the activities of Black women in California. In these subsequent
books chapters covering Black civil rights work Katz, Lapp, Savage, and Taylor focused
primarily on the four California State Conventions of Colored Citizens, held between 1855 and
1865, whose delegates were exclusively men. Other than acknowledging contributions by the
usual suspects — Pleasant, Mason, and Flood -- Katz, Lapp and Savage largely ignored Black
women’s presence in Gold Rush California.® Thus Beasley’s work remains important as

foundational scholarship in the study of Black women in the California Gold Rush.

31 Delilah L. Beasley, The Negro Trail-Blazers of California (Fairfield, CA: James Stevenson Publisher, 1918), 98.
32 William Loren Katz, The Black West: A Pictorial History, 3 ed. (Seattle: Open Hand Publishing, Inc. 1987), xiii.
33 Lapp, Blacks in Gold Rush California, 120, 210; W. Sherman Savage, Blacks in the West (Westport: Greenwood
Press, 1976), 133, 135, 140; Quintard Taylor, In Search of the Racial Frontier: African Americans in the American
West 1528 — 1990 (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1998), 79, 86, 91.
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Admittedly, Biddy Mason and Mary Ellen Pleasant loomed large among Black pioneer
women in California during their lifetimes; therefore, this historiography would be incomplete
without them. The Force of a Feather: The Search for a Lost Story of Slavery and Freedom
(2002) by historian DeEtta Demaratus detailed Biddy Mason’s nineteenth-century efforts to sue
for freedom. Demaratus also described the travails of Hannah Embers, the other Black woman
involved in the lawsuit, whose ambivalence over exercising her freedom revealed the
complications of personal entanglements between slave master and the enslaved.® Historian
Delores Hayden’s important article, “Biddy Mason’s Los Angeles, 1856 — 1891,” revealed how
Mason incorporated other Black women in her prodigious charitable work and community
building in Los Angeles.®® This thesis argues that Mason’s work required the support of a body
of unnamed Black women and argues that their efforts are worth mentioning.

Mary Ellen Pleasant remains one of the few Black women whose political work as an
abolitionist and litigant for equal rights in Gold Rush California is well documented. Her
reputation as a financier, real estate magnate, millionaire vodou queen, and sorceress are also
well documented, so it is surprising that only two monographs narrate her fascinating life.
Researchers often criticize Mammy Pleasant by Historian Helen Holdredge (1953), for its lack of
historical rigor and for the author’s fondness for racial stereotypes.®® The Making of “Mammy
Pleasant:” A Black Entrepreneur in nineteenth century San Francisco (2003) by historian Lynn
Hudson, provided more fact-based biographical information: however, there are many aspects of

Pleasant’s life that remain a mystery.3” Historian Tricia Martineau Wagner’s compendium of

% DeEtta Demaratus, The Force of a Feather: The Search for a Lost Story of Slavery and Freedom (Salt Lake City:
The University of Utah Press, 2002), 117.

% Dolores Hayden, “Biddy Mason’s Los Angeles 1856 — 1891, in California History 68, no. 3 (Fall 1989), 99.

3 Helen Holdredge, Mammy Pleasant (New York, G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1953), 3; Lynn M. Hudson, The Making of
“Mammy Pleasant” (Chicago: The University of Illinois Press, 2003), 6.

3 1bid, 9.
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biographical sketches, African American Women of the Old West (1998) also included chapters
on Biddy Mason and Mary Ellen Pleasant, as well as educator Elizabeth Thorn Scott Flood.3®
Journal articles and essays provided a richer vein for research about Black women’s
activism in California than books. Historian Barbara Y. Welke’s 2003 essay, “Rights of Passage:
Gendered-Rights Consciousness and the Quest for Freedom, San Francisco, California, 1850 —
1870,” in African American Women Confront the West: 1600-2000 edited by Historians Quintard
Taylor and Shirley Ann Wilson Moore, argued that late nineteenth-century California civil rights
were gendered, elucidating the social context within which Black female activism took place in
San Francisco.®® “Race, Sex, and Region: Black Women in the American West, 1850 — 1920”
(1980) by Historian Lawrence de Graaf provided a statistical analysis of the Black female
population in the western United States, addressing their occupations and their social activities
while detailing the group’s unique traits and challenges.*® He also credited free Black women
with cultivating the intellectual and moral culture of the Black community in nineteenth-century
California.** Historian Willi Coleman’s essay, “African American Women and Community
Development, 1848-1900,” pointed to sites of Black women’s activism in the United States, such
as abolition, litigation, the church, education, fundraising, and racial uplift efforts, while also
describing their lived experience in this racially hostile and patriarchal environment, areas upon

which this paper aims to expand.*?

38 Tricia Martineau Wagner, African American Women of the Old West (Guilford, CT: Twodot of Morris Book
Publishing, 2007), 1, 91, 103.

% Barbara Y. Welke, “Rights of Passage: Gendered-Rights Consciousness and the Quest for Freedom, San Francisco,
California, 1850-1870,” in African American Women Confront the West: 1600 — 2000, eds. Quintard Taylor and
Shirley Ann Wilson Moore (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2003), 74.

40 Graaf, “Race, Sex and Region,” 289, 291.

1 Tbid, 306.

42 Coleman, “African American Women and Community Development in California,” 103.
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Several books about Black history in the West explored how the racially and culturally
diverse California population of the nineteenth century impacted the Black community. Historian
Arnoldo De Leodn, in Racial Frontiers: Africans, Chinese, and Mexicans in Western America,
1848 — 1890 (2002) emphasized what these three minority groups had in common as each
struggled to adapt to the Anglo-American society, hoping assimilation would bring acceptance
and citizenship.*® In Making San Francisco American: Cultural Frontiers in the Urban West
1846 — 1906, historian Barbara Berglund focused on San Francisco’s exceptional racial and
ethnic diversity, the imbalanced sex ratios, and social fluidity; recognizing restaurants, hotels,
boardinghouses and spaces for entertainment as cultural frontiers.** Historian Marne Campbell’s
Making Black Los Angeles: Class, Gender, and Community, 1850 — 1917 expanded upon her
2012 article about Black female entrepreneurs, “African American Women, Wealth
Accumulation, and Social Welfare Activism in nineteenth century Los Angeles.” Both works
drew from an extensive database to show that the Black working-class, largely through the
efforts of Black women, employed cross-racial community building for economic security.*®
Aristocracy of Color: Race and Reconstruction in California and the West 1850 -1890 by
historian Timothy Bottoms, however, painted a much more contentious picture, describing how
people of color resisted Anglo-American’s efforts to create a binary regime of “white and non-
white” and competed against one other for status within the developing racial hierarchy. 8

Journal articles also provided a variety of perspectives on racial and cultural diversity in

Gold Rush California. Historian Sucheng Chan’s “A People of Exceptional Character: Ethnic

43 Amoldo De Ledn, Racial Frontiers: Africans, Chinese, and Mexicans in Western America, 1848-1890
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2002), 3.

44 Barbara Berglund, Making San Francisco American: Cultural Frontiers in the Urban West 1846-1906 (Lawrence:
University Press of Kansas, 2007), 10.

4> Campbell, Making Black Los Angeles, 4.

46 Bottoms, Aristocracy of Color, 7, 93.
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Diversity, Nativism, and Racism in the California Gold Rush” examined the complex interplay
among the many categories of immigrants in California, illuminating how Anglo-American
nativism, ideologies of Manifest Destiny, and class antagonism mixed to generate the 1851
Foreign Miners Tax, expulsion campaigns, and violence against a variety of unwanted ethnic
groups.*’ In “We Feel the Want of Protection: The Politics of Law and Race in California,”
historian Shirley Ann Moore also examined California’s multiracial political dynamics and how
nativism and racism affected all people of color in California to varying degrees, contending that
different ethnic groups often vied for inclusion in the citizenry at the expense of other minority
groups.*® Agreeing with Chan’s assessment, Moore maintained that though many newcomers to
California experienced oppression and hostility, the unique cultural history of Black migrants
differed substantially from that of Native Americans, Chinese, Mexicans, and others from around
the globe. Subsequently, the obstacles faced by Black people, and their response to those
obstacles, differed as well.*®

Books that focused on specific regions of California, when considered together, revealed
differences between Black communities in large urban settings, such as San Francisco and
Sacramento, and those in smaller, rural mining towns. Pioneer Urbanites: A Social and Cultural
History of Black San Francisco by historian Douglas Henry Daniels described the highly literate,
optimistic, and motivated Black population arriving from free states who established the large
and vibrant community in the City by the Bay.?° Pioneers of Negro Origin by historian Sue

Bailey Thurman provided biographical sketches of notable Black individuals in San Francisco.%!
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A Walking Tour of the Black Presence in San Francisco During the Nineteenth Century: A Black
History Week Event, by authors Elizabeth L. Parker and James Abajian, provided maps of the
downtown locations of Black businesses and homes owned by Black people, and anecdotes
about those community members.%? Regional booklets offered details about the small Black
populations in those respective communities. Visions Toward Tomorrow: The History of the East
Bay Afro-American Community, 1852 — 1977 by historians Lawrence P. Crouchett, Lonnie G.
Bunch, III, and Martha Kendall Winnacker described the growth of the Black community in
Oakland just after the peak of the Gold Rush and its development as the East Bay’s first
substantial town.>3 John Grider’s Century: Afiican Americans in Solano, Napa, and Sonoma
Counties from 1845 — 1925 by author Sharon McGrift-Payne; 7o Know My Name. A
Chronological History of African Americans in Santa Cruz County by historian Phil Reeder;
Black Life in Sacramento Valley, 1850 — 1934 by political scientist Michele Shover and journalist
Thomas C. Fleming; and Black Pioneers in Yuba County by historian Carol Withington offered
similar details about Black mining communities.>* Often issued for town anniversaries and
written by local historians, these booklets provided details about specific local practices of the
area’s Black communities.

The California legislature’s tolerance of slavery and unfree labor in the state supported
the racially hostile environment that bedeviled Black residents, and several books have explored

the paradox of slavery persisting in a nominally free state. The Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 along
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with the California Fugitive Slave Act of 1852 rendered the freedom of all Black Californians
precarious. Not only did those acts imperil actual fugitives, but free Black people wrongfully
accused of being fugitives could not defend themselves in court to protect themselves against
removal to the South. The ability to testify therefore became a focal point for Black activism.
Several books explored the responses to this political environment. California A Slave State
(2023) by historian Jean Pfaelzer and Freedom s Frontier: California and the Struggle Over
Unfree Labor, Emancipation, and Reconstruction (2013) by historian Stacey L. Smith both
described extensive forms of unfree labor in California, from the presence of Black slaves
mining for Southern owners to Native American enslavement and guardianships, Latin American
peonage, and Chinese coolieism and prostitution.>®

Two articles consulted for this thesis also covered the topic of slavery in antebellum
California. Stacey L. Smith’s 2011 essay “Remaking Slavery in a Free State: Masters and Slaves
in Gold Rush California” focused exclusively on Black chattel slavery, contending that though
Black enslaved people took advantage of the chaotic nature of slavery in California, by running
away or negotiating for better working conditions, flexibility in the institution waned as pro-
slavery lawmakers passed legislation promoting the interests of slaveholders.*® “California
Unbound: Rethinking the ‘End’ of Unfree Labor in the Pacific World and Beyond” (2023) by
historians Benjamin Madley and Edward D. Melillo expanded the time frame and geography for

these systems of bondage, framing California as “only one node in a vast network of unfree labor

circuits,” offering a counterbalance to the Atlantic World slave trade narrative.>” These works
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integrated California into the history of the Civil War, and indicated how these various unfree
labor systems impacted the politics of the Black community.%8

Several works attending specifically to Civil Rights activities in nineteenth-century
California attempted to fill the gender gap. In West of Jim Crow: The Fight against California’s
Color Line (2021), historian Lynn Hudson identified Black women pioneers in gender and racial
justice, beyond the usual Mason-Pleasant-Flood triumvirate.%® The Colored Conventions
Movement: Black Organizing in the nineteenth century, edited by historians Gabrielle Foreman,
Jim Casey, and Sarah Lynn Patterson, is a compendium of essays attesting to the political zeal of
Black women during the nineteenth century. “A Word Fitly Spoken: Edmonia Highgate, Frances
Ellen Watkins Harper, and the 1864 Syracuse Convention” by historian Eric Gardner addressed
the erasure of women’s work in connection with the Colored Conventions.®® “Black Organizing,
Print Advocacy, and Collective Authorship: The Long History of the Colored Conventions
Movement” by historian P. Gabrielle Foreman contended that though prohibited from joining
political conventions as delegates, Black women participated off the convention floor, impacting
political discourse in boardinghouses, literary societies, and other communal spaces.®! “Where
Did They Eat? Where Did They Stay? Interpreting Material Culture of Black Women’s
Domesticity in the context of the Colored Conventions” by historian Psyche Williams-Forson

argued that Black women used hospitality to “engage the market economy and enact social
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change.”®? “Performing Politics, Creating Community: Antebellum Black Conventions as
Political Rituals” by historian Erica L. Ball described how the performance of political rituals
within the Colored Conventions included the participation of women and signaled
“respectability” to white society, enacting a form of activism.%® Though some of these essays fall
outside the geographic and temporal range covered by this thesis, they provide evidence that
despite gender discrimination that obscured their activism, Black women in nineteenth-century
California conducted political work in a variety of ways.

Despite societal gender expectations, antebellum Californian Black women found
creative ways to support civil rights causes. To illuminate their activist history, this thesis will
address six key questions. What form did Black women’s activism take in Gold Rush California
and how did it differ from the activism of Black men? Did Black women have the same political
objectives as Black men? How much were Black women’s actions proscribed or limited by
“respectability politics”? How can we re-read Black women’s supportive actions as political and
essential for the success of a campaign? Who are some of the Black female activists whose
names have been overlooked or minimized? And, finally, how did Black women’s antebellum
political work in California inform the direction of their activism after the Civil War?

By identifying nineteenth-century Black women’s political activism pre-migration and
revealing how they repeated those actions post-migration in California, this thesis will locate the
elusive political work of Black women in Gold Rush California and clarify the role Black
women played in the Black community’s multi-pronged strategy to procure civil rights. Part one

will describe the migration of pioneer Black women and men to California, why they moved,
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how they traveled, and the political landscape they encountered when they arrived. Part two will
provide an overview of the ideologies held by free and enslaved Black people in the nineteenth
century, the roots of those beliefs in Black culture, and how those notions informed the ways
Black women expressed political agency. Part three will chronicle the political activity of
nineteenth-century Black women in California, how they reproduced institutions developed in
their states of origin and used those organizations to combat racial inequality in California.
Contrary to the misperception that Black women in Gold Rush California were either bystanders
or merely helpers in civil rights work, Black women were in fact political creatures. By
supporting the Black community and political efforts financially, nurturing the needy,
maintaining their households, educating their children, conforming to Victorian social standards,
escaping bondage, and assisting others to escape, Black women in Gold Rush California

embodied political activism. Indeed, it suffused every aspect of their lives.
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PART ONE: CALIFORNIA MIGRATION

Early Migration of Black Women to California

Black women have been connected to California since 1535 when Hernando Cortés and
his party of explorers landed on the peninsula. Cortés called it “California” after the mythic
island in the romance novel Las Sergas de Esplandian (The Deeds of Esplandian), described as
“close to the region of earthly paradise,” abounding in precious stones and gold. Cortés adopted
the name to this land, believing that he and his men would unearth the treasure depicted in the
story.%* Written in 1510 by Garci Rodriguez de Montalvo, the novel chronicled the adventures of
a Spanish prince who encounters Queen Califia, a ruler of Black Amazons on the island of
California. “These women had energetic bodies and courageous ardent hearts, and they were
very strong,” wrote Montalvo, an apt characterization of the Black pioneer women who would
arrive in the nineteenth century.% Regrettably, Queen Califia suffered an ignominious fate. After
falling in love with the prince she challenged him to battle demanding that if victorious, they
would marry, however when she lost she was forced to admit that the prince’s European fiancée
was more beautiful than herself. According to Historian Taharka Ad¢ this sixteenth century
“assimilationist propaganda, enforcing a hierarchal interpretation of Eurocentric norms,”
effectively described the predicament faced by Black women Californians in the nineteenth

century as they struggled against both racist and sexist mores that limited their options.5¢
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Historian Marne Campbell made the same point succinctly: for Black people the real California
was no paradise.®’

Before the Gold Rush, Black people’s presence in California was spotty. Historian
Rudolph Lapp claimed that Black people first set foot on California soil in 1579 with the arrival
of Sir Francis Drake. Drake’s ship held three Black men and one Black woman -- probably
captured from the Portuguese or Spanish in the Caribbean and South America during his global
voyage -- when he landed in San Francisco.®® English-speaking Black men and women arrived
by sea in the 1820’s as part of multi-racial ship crews. Attracted to Mexico’s antislavery laws
adopted after the nation’s independence from Spain, many Black crew members abandoned ship
to settle.%° Though the identities of these initial Black newcomers remain anonymous, historian
Theodore Hittell identified the first Black woman to arrive in California as Juana, an enslaved
fourteen-year-old girl brought from Lima Peru to San Francisco in 1825.7°

One distinct group of Spanish colonists with African ancestry arrived in 1775 with Juan
Bautista De Anza’s expedition, comprising some of the founders of Los Angeles.’* These mixed-
race migrants identified closely with their Spanish roots, however within the rigid Spanish
hierarchal caste system mixed race castas were consigned to a lower rung, and subsequently
experienced limited rights and benefits. With such restrictions they had little to lose by leaving
Mexico to live on the fringes of the Spanish empire in Alta California.”? The War for Mexican

Independence in 1810-1821 ended Spanish rule and along with it the Spanish caste system. In
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1834 Mexican governors moved to secularize the missions, intending to distribute mission lands
to prominent castas, or Californios, and grant a portion to native Gabrielinos who had labored in
the missions. Instead, the Californios kept the land for themselves, establishing wealthy
rancheros.” Their elevated status was short lived. The United States went to war with Mexico in
1846, and with the end of the war and the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo on
February 2, 1848, Mexico ceded California to the United States. In 1850, when California
formally became a state, the mixed-race Californios suddenly found their social status rendered
ambiguous as racial logic reclassified them as Negro.’* Because the Californios did not self-
identify as Black, and they were not legally classified as Black, their political activities are not
the subject of this thesis.

The Black population in California grew slowly. With the Mexican American War, some
Black men and women arrived in the capacity of servants or service personnel for military
units.”® In 1846 a Black woman called “Mary” became the first Black enslaved person to obtain
freedom in the California courts. After traveling from Missouri with her owner to San Jose, she
won her freedom legally through a Justice of the Peace, provided she reimburse her master for
his expenses to bring her to California.”® There exists evidence that a small party of Black people
- eight Black men and one Black woman - arrived in California in 1847 with a group of

Mormons. Because these first Black populations in California were small, transient, largely
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unfree, and mostly male, it is unlikely that any sort of community existed among the earliest

Black Californians.”’

Free Black Women and Gold Rush California

When California entered the Union as a free state in September of 1850, it had already
attracted the attention of Black people. Like white treasure-seekers, Black people were eager to
profit from the potential financial bonanza of California gold mining. Historian Rudolph Lapp
contended that “the Gold Rush served to dramatize the essential Americanism of Black
aspirations. Nineteenth-century notions of progress and material wealth were as much the
possession of Blacks as of the most upward striving white Americans.”’® California’s promise of
economic opportunity came at a time when Black workers on the East coast were facing new
competition from Irish immigrants escaping the Irish potato famine for unskilled jobs in the
United States.’® Black people’s optimism that capitalism would improve their status is
remarkable given the many ways in which the nation had failed them. Nevertheless, they had
faith that the free-market United States system was essentially just and would allow them to
enter American society if they made financial gains.®°

Unlike many white treasure seekers who planned to extract riches from California and
then return home, most Black migrants planned to stay. From 1846 to 1849, while California was
a territory and not yet fully formed, white California residents had yet to develop and implement
the social and economic barriers that restricted free Black people in the East, or in free

midwestern states, such as Illinois, Ohio, and Indiana. Black newcomers were hopeful that they
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could influence the new state’s direction.®! California’s multi-racial heritage and the absence of
an extended history of explicitly legalized chattel slavery suggested that California would offer
greater social fluidity and equality.®? The number of white abolitionists heading to the California
gold fields and promoting progressive anti-slavery politics reinforced that optimism.?® Black and
white people alike viewed California as a land of opportunity where hard-working, enterprising
individuals might remake themselves. George Washington Dennis came to California as a slave
in 1849, having been promised his freedom if he helped his owner, who was also his father,
establish the El Dorado Hotel in San Francisco. Dennis worked as a porter for $250 a month and
with his savings purchased his own freedom as well as his mother’s. Eventually Dennis saved
enough to purchase property, and he opened a livery stable in San Francisco.®* As the Black
population grew, the proliferation of social and cultural institutions provided individuals a
chance to achieve status and recognition in ways that might elevate their social standing within
the Black community and boost their self-esteem. Daniels pointed out, “it was only natural that
being a church leader, newspaper columnist, Masonic officer, or guest at refined social affairs
would be meaningful to former slaves and descendants of slaves.”®®

In addition to economic opportunities and hopes for social mobility, many Black men and
women fled the East coast after the passage of the federal Fugitive Slave Law in 1850.
Numerous Black residents in New England and upper New York had escaped slavery in the

South and had been living in the North in relative security. The passage of the 1850 law placed

them in peril: it allowed slave hunters to seize any Black person, fugitive or free, accuse them of

81 Crouchett, Bunch, and Winnacker, Visions Toward Tomorrow, 2.
8 Forbes, “Early African Heritage,” 89.

8 Lapp, Blacks in Gold Rush California, 17.

8 Shover and Fleming, Black Life in the Sacramento Valley, 7.

8 Daniels, Pioneer Urbanites, 109.

24



being a runaway, and escort them back to southern bondage.®® It also facilitated the forced
deputization of free citizens in support of such hunts. Encouraged by abolitionist Frederick
Douglass, who had previously reported in The North Star that the California Constitutional
Convention had defeated provisions that would pose financial obstacles for Black migrants,
Black people put distance between themselves and slave catchers in the East by migrating to
California.®’

Though not enslaved, free Black southerners nevertheless faced oppressive economic and
social practices, motivating some of them to migrate. For white southerners, free Black men and
women living in the South posed a threat to their security and welfare, especially those free
Black people who interacted with enslaved people.® Fearful of competition, white people limited
opportunities available to free Black residents. Historian Brenda E. Stevenson reported that in
Loudon County, Virginia, authorities made it a felony for Black people to prepare medicine of
any kind, banned Black people from participating in public performances or exhibitions, sell
goods, or work as barbers. They also censured preachers and teachers. Few Black people had the
financial resources to purchase land or start a business, and white people prohibited them from
skilled employment, relegating them to cheap day labor.?° All of these proscriptions devastated
urban free Black economies, culture, and social life, compelling them to migrate to less hostile
locales.*

Whether from the north or the south, free Black people migrating to Gold Rush

California embodied demographic patterns that differed significantly from urban centers created
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by Black people during the Great Migration after World War 1. According to historian Douglas
Henry Daniels, typical nineteenth-century Black men migrating to San Francisco were “robust,
mature adults, primarily single men with few dependents, urbanites who were highly literate,
cosmopolitan, [with] a fascination with technology and [a] willingness to sacrifice present
material comforts for future economic gain or a desired lifestyle.”®! Lapp claimed that they were
“in many ways exceptional and represented a higher degree of initiative, aggressiveness and
tenacity than most Americans, Black or white.”%? Black men tended to arrive first and start
businesses if they had the skills and the capital. If they did not, then they found employment in
which they could establish themselves before sending for their families in the East.®® Those
without families indicated their intention to start one by ordering Black mail order brides. These
intrepid young Black women ventured West to leave poverty and oppressive conditions while
searching for love and a fulfilling marriage. Men would choose the youngest women they could
find, hoping they would survive childbirth in frontier conditions that were typically unsanitary.
Often these brides would find themselves caring not only for their own children but for children
from the husband’s previous marriage in which the wife had died.**

As the benefits of California beckoned, the small free Black population grew quickly,
however throughout the antebellum years Black people remained a distinct minority in
California.% Starting in 1848, Black people from the States, West Indies, and South America
began to trickle in as gold fever took hold, picking up speed by 1850. The 1850 United States

Federal Census counted 962 free Black Californians, amounting to approximately one percent of
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the California population, with free Black women numbering 90, comprising only one-tenth of
free Black inhabitants. Three years later, in 1852, the population had doubled, numbering close
to 2,000.% By 1860, census takers counted 2,827 free Black men and 1,259 free Black women
for a total of 4,086. Though the Black population remained roughly one percent of the overall
California population, the number of Black women increased in proportion to Black men to
become a third of the overall Black population.

It should be mentioned that census numbers in California’s early history have proven to
be tricky and unreliable, especially as they relate to race. Because there were no classifications
for other persons of color, the number representing the Black population in the 1850’s census
also includes Chinese, Pacific Islanders, Native Americans, and Mexicans.®” By 1860 the “free
colored” category had been split into Black and mulatto, and separate categories for “Asiatic”
and “Indian” had been created. This change would appear to improve the accuracy of racial
classifications; however since the determination of racial identity was left to the judgment of the
census enumerator, racial classifications could change from one decade to the next depending on
the census taker, their instructions, and the subject under review.%® Enumerators easily became
confused by subtle skin color distinctions between foreign-born Black people of African descent,
a dark-skinned person of central American background, a swarthy Iberian, or a dark-
complexioned Hispanicized Indian.*® Additionally, the transitory nature of the Gold Rush created
a fluidity in populations, making them difficult to count. Lapp has estimated that six to seven

hundred Black people living in gold rush counties were of North American origin, but many
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Black people of Latin American ancestry living throughout the state eventually returned to their
country of origin, primarily Chile and Mexico.%

Additional complications arose from California’s status as a free state that nevertheless
contained enslaved people. At the time census takers were not differentiating between free and
enslaved Black people, and the 1849 state constitution had no provision for counting enslaved
persons.'%! Both free and enslaved people are recorded as “servants” in official records -
evidence that some enslaved people were at least partly included in the count - but there were
many more enslaved people who were not; their illegal status would have discouraged
slaveholders from allowing any recording of their presence.'% Black people wary of the
California State Fugitive Slave Law may have tried to present themselves as Indian, Mexican, or
some other nationality. This was particularly likely among the Californios with African ancestry
who, within stricter modes of racial classification, were re-categorized as Negro, losing rights,
opportunities, and social position.'%® The California census of 1852 had additional controversies.
At the time, debate raged in the United States congress over whether the new state should have
one or two representatives in the House based on its population. Enumerators were tempted to
inflate the number of people in the state by estimating, double counting individuals, and
including crews on ships who were likely to leave.04
Though the accuracy of census numbers may be in question, the population of Black

women in antebellum California was undoubtedly small. Initially few free Black women

migrated from the East as Black cultural values emphasizing kinship and family discouraged
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them from traveling long distances. Primitive living conditions on the frontier, the negligible
number of other Black women in California, and isolation from other Black communities also
proved major deterrents.% Despite these drawbacks, Black women did make the trip, differing
from their white female counterparts in several ways. Generally, Black women migrants to
California were older, their ages ranging from twenty to forty, and they tended to be married.
It is likely that Black women also weathered the transition from East to West more easily than
white women. Because they did not experience domestic lifestyles the same way as Victorian
white women, compelled to join the workforce by necessity rather than focusing solely on
housekeeping and motherhood, they probably did not experience the same level of distress white
women experienced when moving to the frontier.'” Moreover, Black women tended to be more
preoccupied by the hardships presented by their race, not by their status as women. 8

The general character of Black women migrants also differed from their white
counterparts. Though both groups aspired to Victorian norms of femininity, white culture cast
intelligence as masculine, prompting many white women to hide their intellect and defer to their
husband’s presumably superior judgment.’® Conversely, the Black community appreciated the
female intellect, and to that end, Black female migrants tended to be more literate than their
white counterparts, and the Black population in general. The 1860 census showed that at a time
when most Black people were illiterate, 75 percent of Black women in California could read and

write.!1? Additionally, Black men encouraged Black women to form their own views and express

their ideas. Self-confident, outspoken, with a strong sense of racial awareness, “race women”
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were highly esteemed by the Black community in California.''? Because of this inherent
political sensibility Black women in California were more likely than white women to become
community activists.'*?

Though some Black women heading to California may have been unenthusiastic
travelers, others exhibited the same adventurous spirit as male migrants. Most Black men and
women traveled overland, enduring great hardship.*'® White migrant Margaret Frink, who
experienced a disastrous crossing of the Humboldt Sink, described in her journal on August 12,
1850, that within the crowd there had been “a Negro woman...tramping along through the heat
and dust, carrying a cast iron bake stove on her head, with her provisions and a blanket piled on
top — all she possessed in the world — bravely pushing on for California.”*'# In recalling her
experiences crossing the country in 1851 at the age of twelve with her mother and sister by
wagon train, Black California pioneer Mary Sugg described the frequent sight of “smoldering
frames and broken wheels of freight wagons, the bloated bodies of horses, broken gear, and
sometimes the signs of freshly dug but smoothed over graves.” Her group faced threats from
Mormons who tried to steal their horses, and Native Americans, who at first appeared friendly

but whose undue interest in Mary prompted her mother to hide her in an empty sugar barrel

hanging from the side of the wagon whenever Native Americans approached.!®
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Numerous Black men and women traveled to California by ship, unperturbed by the idea
of sea travel since many had seafaring men in their families.*'® Even so, traveling by ship could
be challenging. Historian Carol Withington painted a vivid picture of the experience:

Black people who arrived from voyages by way of Cape Horn traveled about

18,000 miles for over five months, often clinging desperately to slanting bunks as

their boats strained against lunging seas. As long months passed the supplies of

fresh meat, fruit and vegetables were replaced by tainted meat, wormy bread, and

putrid water as a daily fare. Weeks of inactivity, confinement in quarters and lack

of proper food gave way to outbreaks of malaria, jaundice, and cholera. Many

died on ship, due to lack of any medical care. In addition, there was the constant

fear of shipwrecks and fires.'!

Those who traveled by sea often paid for the journey by working onboard. For example, Anne
Fuller arrived in California in 1852 as a stewardess on an eastern ship that took the route around
Cape Horn. Incredibly, she made the trip twice. After marrying Black pioneer John Landeway in

San Francisco, she and her husband returned East, traveling across Panama, but then came back

to California in 1863 by sailing around Cape Horn a second time. 8
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Figure 1. Migration routes taken to Gold Rush California. Image by Barry Evans and Holly Harvey.

Most Black newcomers lived in Northern California. New Englanders and New Yorkers
tended to settle in San Francisco, the first stop for migrants arriving by sea. Black newcomers
hailing from southern states preferred the more rural Sacramento, Stockton, and Marysville, all
of which were close to rivers that made them ideally situated for servicing mining
communities.!® Southern California, meanwhile, was relatively unaffected by the Gold Rush,
remaining a frontier with racial boundaries that hewed to that of colonial Mexico, where anyone
of African descent was governed by the same laws that free Black people enjoyed in the other
states.'?® Once California became a state and migration increased, race relations changed in
Southern California as white residents intensified their oppression of Mexicans, Chinese, and
Native Americans. Black people also experienced prejudice but because the population was so

small white people did not consider them a threat.'?!
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In the early days of the Gold Rush, Black people in mining communities experienced a
relaxing of racial etiquette as all parties focused on extracting treasure. Though white people
competed with Black people and other people of color for riches, everyone had the same
objective - economic advancement - and so a tenuous but working racial democracy arose
between white and Black gold miners.*?? Some mining companies hired workers from a variety
of cultural backgrounds: white Americans, Mexicans, Native Americans, free Black people, and
enslaved Black people as well.!Z In addition, the presence of Black-owned mining companies
indicated the opportunities available to enterprising Black miners. Robert Anthony established
the first quartz mine in California, and Black men also established the Rare Ripe Gold and Silver
Mining Company.'?* The names of mining towns indicated where Black men controlled certain
claims: African Bar, Arroyo de los Negros, Negro Bar, Negro Bluff, Negro Butte, Negro Creek,
Negro Flat, Negro Gulch, Negro Hill, Negro Slide, Nigger Bar, Nigger Bill Bend, Nigger Camp,
Nigger Diggins, Nigger Hill, Nigger Jack Slough, Nigger Ravine, Nigger Tent, and Niggerville,
to name a few.?® Despite the attraction of treasure, the Black community in mining towns
remained relatively small. Historian Phil Reeder contended that the low number of Black people
in Santa Cruz County may have had benefits, for though “racism has always been a basic
component in the socio-economic makeup of this community, it has been the more visible
minorities — Native Americans, Californios, Chinese — which have borne the brunt of this

mindless prejudice.”*?
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With the dearth of Black women in California in the early 1850°s, there was no
substantial Black community; however the few Black women living in remote, rural environs did
experience some benefits.'?” As racist behavior tended to be more relaxed in mining towns, it
provided cover for interracially mixed married couples who sought isolation from white people,
often placing themselves near Chinese mining communities where they were less likely to be
victimized.'?® Work available to Black women living in mining towns included running
boardinghouses and restaurants, laundering, and performing as entertainers. In Grass Valley one
enterprising Black woman gave public piano concerts, charging fifty cents for admission.?°
Though it was not a common occupation, some Black women became prostitutes. One such
mulatto woman named Priscilla, living in Grass Valley, had a Black lover as well as a white one.
The white one killed the Black one and went free because there were no white witnesses to the
murder.'*® However, living in mining towns exposed Black women to assault and robbery, which
was rampant on the California frontier. One Black woman, Mrs. Tilghman, wife of a Marysville
barber, experienced the first attempted stagecoach holdup while traveling between Camptonville
and Marysville and died during the altercation.®!

The political, intellectual, and cultural environment of California cities attracted Black
female migrants traveling from urban centers in the East.!3? With the presence of treasure seekers
from around the world, the culturally diverse urban center took on a unique cosmopolitan

character that impacted the lives of the Black men and women who settled there.'% Since the

Black community was too small to command a district of its own, Black people and Black
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businesses in San Francisco could be found throughout the city. To escape white racism, Black
people chose to live among other dark-skinned ethnic minority groups, such as Mexicans,
Chinese, and Italians.!3* The Black community was itself diverse, including foreign-born Blacks
from the West Indies, Jamaica, Canada, Central America, Latin America, and the Cape Verde
Islands off the coast of Africa, creating a confluence of languages and cultures within a relatively
confined geographic boundary.!® In the early years of the Gold Rush, Black people resided near
the wharves, then later moved to “Chili Hill,” an area populated by Latin-Americans with whom
Black residents would socialize, frequenting the same saloons, gambling houses, and even a
Christmas masquerade ball.136

Historian Douglas Henry Daniels purported that San Francisco was segregated not by
color but by class, identifying the various locations of Black people based on social divisions.
Wealthy and middle-class Black people lived on Sacramento and Washington streets in the 4™
and 6" wards.*3” Working-class Black families lived on secondary streets or back alleys on
Broadway and Powell, or behind the Palace Hotel on Market Street. Meanwhile, people of all
hues, including white people, congregated in a square block along Kearney Street to Pacific and
Jackson. Washerwoman’s Bay -- located between Franklin, Octavia, Filbert, and Lombard streets
-- presented a place for women of all races came to launder the weekly wash.'*® The Barbary
Coast and Tenderloin were the poorest districts, possessing a few dives frequented by drunks and
where white and Black women of the lowest class worked.**® This cosmopolitan environment

also impacted middle-class white men. Far from the law, East coast institutions, and the social
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propriety precipitated by the presence of white women, white men could indulge their curiosity
and sense of adventure by patronizing Black and other ethnic restaurants and other non-white
businesses for novel and exotic experiences.'* This constant intermingling of cultures and races
allowed for Black people to cultivate white allies, befriending influential white people to obtain
the resources and opportunities they had gotten through family or business associations.4*

The more equitable ratio of Black women to Black men in California created more
opportunities for marriage in the Black community than in the white community, where the
civilizing presence of white women had not fully manifested. The presence of Black families
created a pressing need and desire for institutional community building more quickly than in the
white community, and through these nascent social institutions Black people helped one another.
Unmarried Black Californians created surrogate families by lodging together, either as boarders
or in family-run hotels that catered to Black people. These communal experiences reinforced
relationships and created tightly knit networks of solidarity that became indispensable for
resisting and combating white racism.'#? Black organizations helped newcomers settle, while
Black newspapers — such as Mirror of the Times, established in 1856, followed by The Pacific
Appeal in 1862 and The Elevator in 1865 -- became essential for getting the word out and
advertising job opportunities. The Pioneer Seamen’s Boarding and Lodging House was one such
institution that found employment for Black people as waiters, cooks, and stewards in the service

industry. An information bureau set up by two Black residents helped local people and out-of-

towners find housing and lodging, as well as legal services.'*3 According to English literature
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scholar Saidiya Hartman, these networks of affiliation w