
 

GOLD FEVER 
 

Lanark County’s 49rs 
 

 

The first report of a gold strike in California reached Lanark County, Ontario, when a four-

inch news item appeared in the September 29, 1848 edition of the Bathurst Courier. Under the 

headline ‘Gold Fever in California’ the report was a reprint from the Boston Advertiser of a story 

filed by a correspondent of the New York Journal of Commerce from Monterey, California, on July 

2, 1848. 

 

A gold mine has sprung up here. It has been discovered that the sands which border the 

American and Feather Rivers, branches of the Sacramento, are full of particles of gold, 

resembling in shape squirrel shot flattened out. The excitement this gold discovery has 

produced is most intense. Two thousand whites and as many Indians are now engaged in 

washing the sand. Sailors all run from our ships and soldiers from our camps to search 

this gold region. Monterey, Sacramento, La Cruz, San Jose and San Francisco are 

deserted. A single person will gather one or two ounces a day. One man who lives next 

door to me gathered $500 within six days. More than $20,000 have been collected. The 

gold district commences 35 miles above Sutter’s on the Sacramento. No one knows the 

extent …  

 

Over the next seven years 300,000 men, from all over the world, would find their way into 

the river valleys and mountain ravines of California to dig for gold. A very small number became 

rich. About half made a small profit from their pans, sluices and mines. The remainder gained 

nothing but experience; but for those farm boys, shop clerks, apprentices and laborers what an 

experience it was, and among those adventurers was a contingent from Lanark County.  

 

It is impossible to determine how many local men made their way to California, there may 

have been as many as 100, but several of those left accounts of their days as ‘49ers’. Most were 

writing home to their parents or wives who then provided the letters for publication in the Bathurst 

Courier, a few wrote directly to the Courier editor, and in one case we have a surviving diary. 

Taken together, these observant, descriptive and highly literate missives from the other side of 

the continent may be taken as representative of the experience of most of the Lanark County men 

who made the journey to California. 

 

 As the letters show, getting there was as difficult and dangerous as anything found in the 

‘diggins’ of California. After reaching New York, mostly by rail, there were three possible routes. 

The least expensive, at a cost of $100 to $300, was a five to six month, 13,000-mile, voyage by 

sailing ship around Cape Horn. A quicker and safer sea route, but at twice the cost, was the 5,000-

mile journey by steam ship to Chagres, in what was then Nicaragua, across the Isthmus of 

Panama, mostly on foot, to Panama City and then by steam ship north to San Francisco. The vast 

majority of Canadian and American gold seekers went by sea, but the 3,000 to 4,000-mile 

overland route was chosen by many from the American mid-west and, by a unique set of 

circumstances, was the route followed by the first Lanark County man to reach the gold fields. 

 



John Borrowman was born at Glasgow in 1813, the son of William Borrowman and Marion 
Hannah. He arrived with his parents among the Lanark Society Settler in 1820 and the family 
settled on Lanark Township C-5/L-15(E). In the late 1830s John became a convert to the Church 
of Jesus Christ of Latter day Saints (LDS) and left Lanark in about 1840 for the Mormon settlement 
at Nauvoo, Illinois. By the late 1840s he was back in Canada, living and working as a Mormon 
missionary in Lambton County, Ontario. In March of 1846 he set out, with a wagon train of 
Canadian converts, to join the Mormon migration to Utah.  
 

On May 12, 1846 U.S. President James Polk acted 
upon his 1844 campaign slogan of ‘Manifest Destiny’ and 
declared war on Mexico; with the objective of pushing the 
borders of the United States to the Pacific Ocean and creating 
a continental nation. In an effort to secure non-interference 
with their move westward by the U.S. Government, the LDS 
agreed to provide the U.S. Army a 550-man battalion of troops 
for service in the Mexican War. In July 1846, at Council Bluffs, 
Iowa, John Borrowman was one of the men named by church 
president Brigham Young to serve with the Mormon Battalion. 

 
The Mormon Battalion never saw action, but it did 

complete the longest (to that date) infantry march in history1; 
covering a distance of 1,400 miles in 104 days, south to 
Mexico and then, cutting a wagon road through the 
mountains, west to San Diego, California. The Mexican War 
ended with signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo on 
February 2, 1848 which fixed the U.S.-Mexican border on the 
Rio Grande, and ceded to the United States the present-day 
states of California, Nevada, Utah, New Mexico, Arizona and Colorado as well as parts of Texas, 
Oklahoma, Kansas and Wyoming. Discharged in July of 1847 Borrowman worked at various jobs, 
including a stint as a sailor, at Los Angeles and San Francisco until workmen, also recently 
discharged from the Mormon Battalion, digging the foundation for a lumber mill dam on the 
American River near Coloma, struck gold on January 24, 1848.  
 
On May 11, 1848 John Borrowman wrote in his diary2;  

 
This day I bought three yards of canvas to make a pack, also one yard of silk green for 

the particular purpose, also a blank book and two sail needles. [The following day], Made 

my pack and prepared to start for the gold mines.  

On May 13th he set out for Coloma; 

This morning I took passage on board Morey’s launch for Sutter’s Fort, and at 2:00 p.m. 
we sailed from San Francisco and came to at Marsh’s Landing, a distance of about 100 
miles.  

 
Three days later, May 16th, he landed at Sutter’s Mill; 
 

                                                           
1 Since outstripped by the ‘Long March’ led by Mao Tse Tung, although that march of the Red Army was done in stages while the 

Mormon Battalion completed their march in a single effort. 
2 ‘John Borrowman Diaries’ – LDS Church Archives, Salt Lake City, Utah (1846-1853 / 1856 / 1859-1860). 

John Borrowman (1816-1898) 



Arrived at Sutter’s about noon. In the afternoon we hired a team to take our baggage to 
the mountains where the gold mine is.  [The following day] … started for the mines and 
got there about sunset and found Brother3 Willis weighing the gold that had been dug that 
day and there was one man had $128. 
 
John Borrowman had been working in San Francisco for $2.00 per day. But on his first 

day in the gold fields, May 18, 1848, he noted in his diary; 
 
Went to digging gold and together with Brother Wood dug $17 worth. [The next day he 
records] ... worked at washing gold and made $22 but as Brannan and Co. requires thirty 
percent, my share only came to $8 as Brother Wood and I are in company.  

 
On May 20th John’s share was 

$17.75. The earliest arrivals did best 
and John Borrowman did very well. 
He carefully noted his daily earnings 
in his diary and an analysis of those 
entries shows that he was actively 
engaged in digging or washing gold 
for 35 days over a two-month period 
from May 18 through July 19, 1848. In 
that time, he records earning $1,004, 
an average of $28.66 per day, or 14 
times the daily wages he earned in 
San Francisco as a laborer. In 21st 
century terms a laborer earning $150 
per day would have been earning 
$2,100 per day in the gold fields and 
would have amassed $73,500 for the 
35 days Borrowman dug gold.  

 
John Borrowman did not, however, remain in the gold fields long enough to become a 

millionaire. Mormon leader Brigham Young sent word to the Battalion veterans still in California 
that they should, forthwith, make their way to Utah to assist in establishing the new Mormon 
settlement in the Great Salt Lake basin. Six weeks before the Bathurst Courier would report the 
news from California, Borrowman left Sutter’s Mill in July 1848 and, crossing the mountains, 
reached the future location of Salt Lake City in October. A short time later he married Agnes 
Thompson Park (1828-1898), who had been born in Dalhousie Township, with whom he would 
have five children. He died at Nephi, Juab County, Utah, in 18984. 

 
John Borrowman may have been the first Lanark County man to pan for gold on 

California’s American River, but he was soon followed by many more. None of the letter writers 
published in the Bathurst Courier reached California by land or by way of Cape Horn, although 
their letters refer to friends to did. As it was the fastest route, although more expensive, the route 
via Panama seems to have been the most popular route for Lanark County men. 5  
 

                                                           
3 Signifies a fellow Mormon. 
4 For the full story of John Borrowman see A Swarm of Bees (2016) by Ron W. Shaw, Global Heritage Press. 
5 Letter excerpts and news reports are presented here in an order that chronologically follows their journey, not by the dates on 

which they were written or appeared in the Bathurst Courier. 

John Sutter’s Mil, Coloma, California 



Ho! For California 

 

On Tuesday last, five young men, viz. Peter Campbell, Laughlan Bowie, Alex Campbell, 

Dugald Campbell and George Stead, left this place for California. Quite a crowd gathered 

to witness their departure. We wish them success, and that they may each return with 

large piles of the dust.6 

 
Thomas McKinaly to his father 
 
I left New York on the 2nd day of May, 

bound for Chagres7, that from thence 

we might be enabled to reach the distant 

shore of California in the shortest 

possible time. The passengers 

numbered 199 before leaving, and on 

the rigging of the anchoring vessels 

thousands were congregated to witness 

our departure. Several gentlemen 

offered a speech on behalf of the 

speedy guidance of our majestic 

steamer through the trackless seas, in 

the midst of which our craft slipped her 

cable and moved quickly away, many 

bid adieu to their friends forever. Our 

passengers were cheerful and kept up a 

noise till we came round Cape Hatteras, 

and then the sea ran high and they got sea sick, and we heard no more of them until we 

came to the West India islands.  

 

The first of these was the Indian Rock, the next the island of Grand Guano, then Cuba, 

then Haiti or Cantuingo, then Jamaica of which Kingston is the capital; it is a fine place. 

Then we got into the Caribbean Sea and steered for the Bay of Darian, and in 48 hours 

we anchored in the Bay of Darian. The heat was intense. A small steamer came and took 

out the passengers and landed us in Chagres. The sun stood 100 in the shade, and would 

break out with all its strength and burning heat, then in a five minutes the rain would 

descend in torrents.  

 

A view of the surrounding country was anything but devoid of beauty; all had a strange 

equatorial appearance, while the green hills around clothed with tropical fruits and verdure, 

and the graceful shadowing palm and coconut, with other strange attractive trees, together 

with the ruins of a large Spanish castle on the heights above the town, gave the scenery 

a pleasing aspect.  

 

                                                           
6 Bathurst Courier, March 26, 1852. 
7 In 1849 a port in Nicaragua.  



A majority of the natives are black, and some of a deep copper color – the thick lips and 

the woolly head of the African, the high cheek bones and the straight hair of the Indian, 

and the more chiselled features and fine expressive eyes of the Spaniard, are all here, 

and often so blended that it is difficult to say what race they belong. The women, some of 

whom are real artist’s models and go naked, while some dress in great finery, as they 

suppose, yet some of them are rather pretty.  

 

 
Mouth of the Charges River, 1850 

We hired a skiff for $120 to Gorgona, and from that to Cruses, and from that we had to 

walk 30 miles over the Andes or Rocky Mountains. The quantity of large snakes and 

crocodiles is great, the tigers also are plenty, and a great variety of large animals; plenty 

of fruits of all kinds grow by nature. The people here live without work, they do not need 

to work, their Maker gives them fruit and grain without labor.  

 

We crossed the Andes and came to Panama. The gates of the city were closed upon us, 

and we were obliged to encamp in an orange grove. The American Consul sent us word 

to be on our guard, for the Americans and natives were engaged inside the city walls. We 

kept up a sentinel. There were a number killed, but the disturbance was quelled.8  

 

There were over 2,000 of us, and no steamers to take us away. I did not stay long here. I 

went to the harbour and engaged as a carpenter on board a vessel going to Tobago, an 

island in the Pacific9. I engaged for $4 per day. I worked a week, and took sick of Panama 

                                                           
8 Most gold seekers were Americans; their nationalism stoked by the doubling in size of their country by the recent defeat of Mexico. 

Concluding that Catholicism and a lack of ‘git-up-and-go’ explained the poverty of the country, they treated the Panamanians with an 
attitude of scorn, disgust and Yankee superiority. Their arrogance inevitably led to the riot described by Thomas McKinlay. The 
California Daily Courier of San Francisco (July 1, 1850) reported that in June the Panamanians “… resorted to pistols and knives … 
driven to desperation by the cruelties practiced on them and the open contempt with which they were treated … two Americans 
were killed”. 
9 Tobago is an island in the West Indies. McKinlay either misnamed his Pacific island destination, actually sailed in the Caribbean vs 

the Pacific, or perhaps was not certain where he was. 



Fever. The officers of the vessel were kind to me till we came to Panama, with their 

attention and medicines, and paid me without charge when I got to Panama.10  

 
Henry Osgood Burritt to his father 
 

I believe I have not given you a description of Panama. It stands on a narrow neck or 

tongue of land which juts out into the beautiful bay of the same name and is surrounded 

by a strong stone wall, the base of which, when the tide is in, is washed on three sides. In 

addition to the wall, there is a deep moat.  

 

The city is built up very compactly with three story brick houses, most of which are white 

washed or plastered outside, with balconies jutting out from the second and third floors. 

The rooms are lofty and airy, and instead of windows they have large doors opening from 

the middle.  

 

The streets are all very narrow, cross each other at right angles, and are all paved with 

small round stones, with stone flagging for side walks. There are a great many public 

squares, one or two of which are very handsome. There are a great many large churches, 

some of which are in ruins, and grown up full of fruit trees and shrubs &c. There is also a 

very large Cathedral which was once a place of no small pretension, but is now like the 

whole city in a fair way to destruction. From all the information I can glean respecting the 

age of the place, and from its decayed appearance, I am of the opinion that it was built 

200 years ago.  

 

Nine miles from this place down the coast stands the ruins of ancient Panama, which the 

natives say was destroyed by the English 200 years ago. We intend visiting it tomorrow. 

Shooting parties very often go there to hunt the wild boar. Yesterday a party went down 

from this place and killed two.  

 

Charles Glassford is here; he has been waiting for upwards of a month for passage up to 

California. James Simpson, together with 10 young men from Ogdensburg and vicinity are 

also here. Mr. McCaffry from Carleton Place, a carpenter, is waiting. He is with Simpson 

and party; all of whom, together with myself and companions, have tickets for the steamer 

‘Oregon’ which will be due in a few days. The steamer ‘California’ has been due nearly a 

month. Nothing has been heard of her, yet confidence is entertained that they will both be 

here soon. There are 10 vessels now here fitting out for San Francisco, principally small 

ones from South American ports; they will take away a goodly number but some of them 

won’t sail in a month.  

 

                                                           
10 Letter dated October 1850, published by the Courier March 28, 1851. 



 
Panama City, 1850 

I would not advise any one to take this route until the steamers get regular, and not even 

then unless a ticket for them can be procured in New York. All kinds of shavings have 

been practiced here in selling tickets by vessels; and if a person comes here trusting to 

get a passage to San Francisco for $100 or $150 he will find himself deceived. Tickets by 

sailing vessels have sold from $200 to $400, and crowded at that, and saloon, costing 

$250, have brought $1,100.  

 

No news has reached this place from the gold regions later than the last of December, 

and not one single vessel which has left this place for that destination since the gold was 

discovered has returned.11 The American Consul, Mr. Nelson, who is connected with the 

house of Aspinwall & Co., is agent for vessels from all parts of the world and is making an 

independent fortune here.  

 

Everything in the provision line is exceedingly high here. Pork $40 per barrel, flour $20, 

ham 30 cents per pound; cheese 37 ½ cents per pound, common fowls $1 each, eggs 50 

cents per dozen, hard bread $18 per barrel of 100 lbs. Some kinds of fruit are cheap, such 

as oranges, pineapples &c., which are very abundant and delicious. Vegetables are high 

such as yams &c. I pay $5 per week for board at a restauranteur, and lodge, as I told you 

before, at three Reals per diem, costing me altogether about one dollar per day. All kinds 

of fresh meat, such as beef and pork, sells by the yard. It is cut in strings about one inch 

square, and cut half off at intervals of ¼ yard, each of which cuts are sold at one Real. If 

you take ½ yard, that is four pieces, the price is less.  

 

                                                           
11 The reason Burritt, Glassford, Simpson, McCaffery, McKinlay and 2,000 others were stranded for months at Panama City was 

because when ships reached California their crews abandoned them en masse for the gold fields, making it impossible for the 
vessels to keep a schedule or even put to sea. 



This is the second Saturday that I have spent in this place, and the 17th day since I arrived 

on the Isthmus. I sincerely hope I am not doomed to remain here much longer, but it would 

only be deceiving myself were I to hope of getting away before 20 days or a month more. 

It is not the scorching sun or the heat I fear, but the approach of the wet season, indication 

of which we have every day, in the shape of light showers. On Friday we had a most 

tremendous shower. It only lasted half an hour, but it was so violent that the streets were 

flowing with water like a mill race for some time after it. 

 

A great number of deaths from fever have occurred within the last five days, and I have 

ascertained that the number of sick is between 200 and 300, but many of them are 

recovering. The state of society is becoming worse every day; on Sunday night a Spaniard 

was killed in a row at one of their fandangos, and a number of others, both Americans and 

Spaniards, wounded. There has also been a number of robberies committed; in fact a man 

is not safe outside of his room in the night unless with a party, and then well armed. I 

expect this is a foretaste of what we may expect to find in California. Three persons have, 

during this week, been wounded in the streets by persons unknown who pounced upon 

them, inflicted the injuries and fled.12 The heat is intense; the thermometer stands now, 

and has stood since my arrival here, with slight variation, at 90 degrees F in the shade.13 

 

Thomas McKinlay to his father 

 

At the Isthmus of Darian, I took the Panama Fever and bloody flux. I blame myself for that, 

because I went to work in such a warm climate; but I was offered $4 a day, and I was 

afraid of my money getting short, and thus I engaged as carpenter of a vessel to go to 

Tobago for fruits. It was very hot being under the equator. I worked a week, when I took 

the sickness that I have spoken of, and was very bad, but I returned to Panama, and 

stopped till I got a little better, and then I engaged my passage for San Francisco in a 

sailer, as steamers were not to be had for less than $400 to $600. I paid $150 for a 

passage … 

 

We left Panama on the 7th of June and sailed right south till we came to the equator, then 

we got into the trade winds, which kept up for a few days and then died away. The deck 

grew intensely hot, and fever increased, and on the 17th one of our crew paid the debt of 

death, and his remains were committed to the silent deep as food for the fish. Almost all 

on board were sick.  

 

I was getting better every day, and when we had been out over 30 days our Captain gave 

us to understand that we were now in the middle of the broad Pacific in a calm, and we 

were far from any port, and to prevent starvation he must put us on allowance, which was 

one pint of water per day each man, one biscuit and a half per day, and half a pound of 

meat. This I did not like very well, as I was getting well and hungry. However, the water 

was the worst. One pint of water was not enough for one drink, then in these long hot days 

we had to pant for water. Bread and meat was never thought of. I have seen $10 or $12 

offered and paid for one pint of water. Our crew at length grew enraged and threatened to 

                                                           
12 The random attacks described by Burritt were another symptom of Panamanian resentment at their treatment by the flood of 

Americans congregated in the city. 
13 Letter dated April 20, 1849, published by the Courier July 6, 1849. 



throw the Captain overboard; but they got quiet, and the Captain asked them if they were 

willing he should steer for the Sandwich Islands.  

 

They gave him leave to go anywhere to get ashore; and on the 42nd day after we left 

Panama, at 4 o’clock in the morning, we came in sight of the beautiful island of Owyhee14, 

more like a paradise, I suppose, than anything I ever saw. We passed Owyhee and four 

more islands, and came to the port of Honolulu, where we stopped to get provisions and 

water, and to recruit our health. We soon got better in this paradise. Owyhee is where 

Captain cook was killed and our eyes were directed to the spot. We were in this beautiful 

spot until we got refreshed and ship stores secured. I once thought to stop here, as I was 

offered $4 per day, but I was advised by some of my companions to go on to San 

Francisco, which I did, and I can do very well here if I can keep my health.  

 

It took 25 days to come to San Francisco from the Sandwich Islands …15   

 

John Dougherty to his ‘Wife and 

Friends’  

 

On Tuesday 15th April 1851 we left 

Panama in the steamer ship 

‘Antelope’ bound for California with 

300 passengers on board; 

Wednesday 16th very hot, so much so 

that I never felt anything like it since I 

left home. Thursday still very hot and 

calm, the ocean was like a clear 

glass; were it not for the awnings we 

must all be sick or die in this tropical 

climate. The motion of the ship 

caused a small current of air which 

was very refreshing. Friday, Saturday, Sunday, Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, we saw 

nothing worth mentioning. The passengers amused themselves by trimming the wings of 

sea fowls that came to rest themselves on the ship, and then let them go to starve with 

hunger.  

 

Thursday 24th, we came to a small Mexican town, Acapulco by name, 500 miles from 

Panama, it lies in a small valley surrounded on every side by mountains; it has a small but 

safe harbour; it cannot be seen from the sea. We took on board a fresh supply of coals, 

water and provisions, with six live bullocks for fresh meat for the remaining voyage. I got 

my washing done here. Saturday we left Acapulco and the night being stormy our best 

bullock got sea sick, and jumped overboard and hung himself; he was cut down into the 

sea.  

 

                                                           
14 Nineteenth century spelling of Hawaii. 
15 Letter dated October 1850, published by the Courier March 28, 1851. 

Deck Passage on the Sailing Ship Josephine, 1850 



Sunday the Captain read Episcopal service on board. Monday still rough weather. 

Tuesday morning at 3 o’clock, one of our passengers died of dysentery. At 8 o’clock the 

U.S. flag was hoisted; the ship bell tolled, the engines stopped; the funeral service read 

by the Captain, and his body committed to the deep, in the mouth of the Gulf of California. 

He was a Swiss foreigner.  

 

Wednesday we came in sight of Cape St. Lucas, the south east point of old Mexican 

California, this is a most desolate and inhospitable looking country. Next the sea there is 

nothing to be seen but lofty mountains as red as chocolate, without as much vegetation of 

any kind as would give a caterpillar breakfast. Thursday, Friday, Saturday the seas was 

very rough, the wind sore against us.  

 

 
Gold Rush Era Steam Ship 

Sunday May 4th I was lying on my bed, reading one of Bunyan’s works16 at my little 

ventilating window, 8 inches in diameter, feeling very thankful that we were now only one 

week’s sailing from San Francisco, having had no accidents so far. But at this the alarming 

cry of “fire! fire!” was successively shouted on deck. The fire proceeded from the boiler 

furnace; the flames came up with such fury as seemed to mock and disregard all our 

efforts. The ship’s hose was soon put on the forcing pumps, one of them unfortunately 

would not work, the cast iron handle of the other soon broke, so that they were both 

useless. All that we could do was to keep the other part of the ship from taking fire, while 

some were cutting the deck. After pouring down an immense quantity of water to purpose, 

the fire abated itself, so that the firemen could go down another way, by the time they got 

another handle to the hose pump. The hose was put down to the firemen where they 

scouted the water in every direction. They also raked the fire from the arch and upon the 

engineer’s examination, found the cause of all this fire originated by some bolts and rivets 

                                                           
16 John Bunyan (1628-1688), Baptist preacher and author of The Pilgrim’s Progress. 



that gave out, the heads of them being much reduced by the action of the fire upon them 

… 

 

This accident happened about 800 miles from San Francisco, and about 10 miles from 

land. Now we were shockingly disabled and could not go an inch ahead, so that we were 

obliged to ‘bout ship and steer our course back to Mazatlán, a city in Mexico, a distance 

about 600 miles from the above. Here we were now short of provisions, and could not help 

ourselves, there being none nearer than at the above port. We were at the mercy of the 

wind now for our lives. It was in our favour for five days, after which it turned against us 

and blew us 30 miles up the gulf of California.  

 

 
Mazatlán, Mexico c1850 

During the above time the passengers were put on very small allowance. Myself having 

replenished my ship stores at Acapulco, found them of great value not to be parted with 

for any money during the famine. The engineers worked night and day, and on Saturday 

at noon they were able to put on steam, this was a joyful time for the passengers. Our 

allowance for breakfast was a piece of bread half an inch thick, 3 inches square, about 

half an ounce of beef and half a pint of water it was boiled in. The supper was the same 

as breakfast, but had tea, not coffee. When we came to this place [Mazatlán] we enjoyed 

ourselves on the very best the market could offer, which was excellent. I paid 2s 6d. for 

one quart of new milk, which was as dear to me as life itself. The comfort of eating of the 

nice new victuals in this climate, after being so long at sea; I cannot find words sufficient 

to give you an idea, for I never knew anything like it at home.  

 

I did not feel over-anxious to leave this place in a hurry, for it is a very nice interesting 

Mexican City, where Mexican dollars abound. It is built on a peninsula with several lofty 

mountains betwixt it and the sea, so that there are several fine views of the clean white 

city whose noble two storey buildings are models and patterns for the world for elegance 

and taste of their construction. The buildings are all flat roofed, with fine heavy cornice, 

and battlements, the plaster is so excellent that it would make good grind stones. They 

have spacious open courts and galleries in the 4 squares of the back yard, and then the 

lovely garden occupies the center. All round these courts and galleries is hundreds of 

vases of all the most rare and beautiful germanium plants, cages of birds of the most 



beautiful plumage and song. You can pull a ripe fruit, a green fruit, or a blossom off the 

one tree at once. The flower trees and flower shrubs bloom with all the beauty which nature 

can disclose. It is out in the courts the Mexican gentlemen and ladies play their Spanish 

guitars, and pianos, and with excellent taste.  

 

There is no Sunday here, the shops are open, you can purchase anything you want, the 

manner of showing their dry goods is in large books with a piece of each on every leaf, so 

that the goods on the shelf need not be stirred. It is on Sunday they hold their theatres 

and bull fights, which is certainly cruel and painful to witness. Thousands of people 

assemble themselves for to behold such scenes in a large amphitheatre for the purpose. 

The Mexicans worship the holy cross, upon the top of a most stupendous rock that stands 

perpendicular to the sea; they have steps cut in it for to go up and down. They fire off 

many sky rockets I honor of the Virgin Mary.17  

 

Henry Osgood Burritt to his father 

 

I arrived here [San Francisco] together with my companions per steamship ‘Oregon’ on 

the 13th inst., 20½ days from Panama. We are all in good health and intend leaving for 

Stockton by a small vessel tomorrow morning.  

 

Since our arrival we have been busy as possible in getting our affairs in proper shape, and 

making such enquiries as necessary relative to the mines &c. The reports from the diggins 

still continue flattering, in fact quite as much as those we heard before we started from 

home.  

 

San Francisco and its climate has been most shamefully represented, it is in my opinion 

(and it is the opinion of all that came up with us) the most disagreeable place out of the 

tropics. In the morning the air, say from 7 to 11, is comfortable, but after the latter hour the 

north westers set in and continue to blow all afternoon and until after midnight, during 

which time an over coat is necessary to keep a man comfortable. The streets are full of 

sand, which is continuously flying about in clouds enough to suffocate a person. Take the 

place as it is and it is not possible for a white man to make himself comfortable in it.  

 

The city is spread over a good deal of ground, and the streets are laid out upon some 

plan; the buildings, owning to the scarcity of lumber, are principally temporary built with 

light frames covered on the sides and top with white cotton. Those houses that were built 

before the gold excitement commenced are of sun baked brick. We are living in our tent 

in a valley between two hills, a few rods from the sea, and about half a mile form the city. 

There are about 100 encamped along side us and to be out of the wind as much as 

possible. Should I write you exactly the state of things here, the prices of everything &c. it 

would be merely a repetition of what you have seen in the public prints; mechanics get 

$10 to $15 per day, and everything else is in proportion, except flour that is only $7 to $8 

per barrel owing to the immense quantity that has arrived here from South America.  
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The bay is now nearly covered with vessels abandoned by their crews, they having gone 

to the mines. There has but very few of the vessels arrived that left the Atlantic coast to 

go by way of the Horn since the 20th of December last.  

 

 
San Francisco, 1850 

I am sorry that I am obliged to be so brief in this communication. Could you only see me 

sitting as I am on the ground writing on my trunk, and the wind blowing a perfect hurricane, 

the dust flying in clouds and the tent flapping and slapping about my head in a most 

unpleasant manner, the sun nearly down, our luggage yet to be put in order to go aboard 

at full tide, which will be about 7 or 8 o’clock tomorrow morning, and provisions yet to be 

bought for the journey, then I am sure you will say the excuse is good. I will write you again 

as soon as possible, which will be perhaps in a month or two, there being no facilities for 

sending letters form the mines. I hope after I come down to be able to give you a good 

account of our success.  

 

Stockton is 130 to 150 miles from this, and the mine some 75 or 80 miles farther, the latter 

distance we will have to walk. We pay $16 each to Stockton, and feed ourselves. Our party 

consists of 23 men, viz. the Ogdensburg Co. of 10 (including James Simpson, James 

Beckwith, and McCaffery), a company of eight men from New Jersey, two men part of a 

company from Oswego and ourselves being three. We intend keeping together for mutual 

security. I have seen lots of people from the mines, all come down with more or less gold, 

and all agree in saying that the gold is plenty, but it requires great labor to get at it.18  

 

Thomas Brown to his father and mother 

 

I have now been in the diggings about four weeks. For the first two weeks I did not make 
much more than to pay my board but since then I have averaged about $5 a day which is 
above the general run of wages.  I do not think there is just so great an opportunity in 
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California as is supposed at home, especially for those who come here now as most of 
the good diggings are taken up by companies and worked on a large scale.   
 
I mentioned to you in my last letter my intention of going to the mines with three other men 
but I changed my purpose on account of their taking with them two other men whom I did 
not like and so I left them.  I visited the ‘Sons of Temperance’ Division in Sacramento and 
got acquainted with two brothers who were going up to the mines; they asked me to go 
with them and I did; and we traveled up to Union City within about a half mile of where we 
are working.   
 
I worked two days in Coloma at my trade; I made a pair of boots for which I got $5; I made 
$12 in two days but there is not a great demand for tradesmen here as most of the work 
is imported.  Boots sell for $10 a pair but any person wanting a particular pair pays an 
ounce of gold dust for them. I have two pair to make for which I get an ounce for each; the 
stuff costs me $10 for the two pair and I intend to make them after hours.  Likewise, I get 
$4 for soling a pair of boots of which I have a few pair to do so I hope to be able to save a 
little money.   
 
We have got a tent between us and 
board ourselves which costs about $5 a 
week.  Provisions are not quite so high 
now as they were some time ago. Good 
flour is 10 cents a pound, potatoes are 
14 cents a pound, ham is 25 cents a 
pound, fresh meat is 20 cents a pound, 
onions are 60 cents a pound, pickles 
are $2 a gallon, butter 75 cents a 
pound, sugar 25 cents a pound and 
molasses $1.50 a pound.  We buy 
baker’s bread as it is about as cheap as 
we can make it ourselves; we pay for a 
four-pound loaf 50 cents.   
 
I like mining well although it is hard work 
and I think it is healthy, at least I enjoy 
good health.  I have not as yet seen any 
of the Perth folk, but I put all their letters 
in the post office.   
 
I would not advise any to come here 
expecting to make a fortune as far as 
anything I have seen yet; besides the hardships they have to endure here and on the way 
are considerable. I did not know how to appreciate the enjoyments of home until I came 
here, but as long as I am making anything I will content myself for a time. I am working 
about a couple of miles from Coloma where the gold was first found and at Union City 
there is preaching every Sabbath which I attend regularly.   
 
I write this lying on the ground.  Remember me to D. K. and J.H. Tell them I think they are 
well at home and not to believe half of what they hear from the papers about California 



and rich diggings.  I enclose to you a specimen of gold dust, about sixty cents worth.  Send 
me some papers.19   

 

John Glasscott to his father and mother 

 

J. Farquharson, G. Smith and I took our passage on the ‘El Dorado’ steamer from 

Sacramento to Marysville, distance 50 miles, fare $5 each. There we hired a teamster to 

take our baggage &c. 40 miles to a place called String Town, for which we paid him 6d. 

per lb. Here we staid three weeks in order to find out some place to dig, and in the 

meantime J.F. and G.S. went up to Nelson’s Creek, 50 miles above this. While here we 

were offered $10 per day by about 20 different persons to work their river claims, and pay 

us when they got it out of the river; but we had determined to dig our own hook, and well 

for us that we did. Out of about 200 claims on the south fork of the Feather River only 

three or four paid anything.  

 

Farquharson and Smith took claims for us on Nelson’s Creek, but we never went near 

them. When they returned they told us of dry diggins 8 miles above this. Smith hired out 

at $200 per month, and the rest of us started for the dry diggins with 50 pounds each on 

our backs. We found a place, made us a rocker with an axe and a jack knife out of a cedar 

tree, set to work and made the large amount of $19 in three weeks of steady work. On the 

same ravine about 400 yards below us, a company of 23 men were averaging $50 per 

man. We thought this kind of work would not pay, and so, after prospecting for a week, we 

found another ravine, which we worked pretty steady ever since. We have averaged about 

$4 per day each. Out of one hole which we dug 10 by 12 and six feet deep, we took $800, 

we thought we were going to make a heavy pull, but were disappointed. You may be 

digging within a foot of thousands and still pass by it.  

 

If provisions were cheaper, we could soon realize a pretty sum, but the high prices we are 

obliged to pay for everything runs away with the dust pretty fast. Flour sells at 38 cents a 

pound, pork 45, beef 30 to 35, potatoes 35 cents per pound, tea $3 per lb., sugar 50 cents 

&c.  

 

If John C. starts, tell him if he makes no engagement in San Francisco, Sacramento or 

any of those places, which probably he would prefer, that I would be happy to meet him 

at the northern mines. If he comes that way, as I hope he will, I think he will find me at 

Toh’s Diggins, on the dividing ridge between the South Fork of the Feather River and the 

Yuba River, near the Garden Rancho. The Isthmus is considered the best route, by steam 

if possible. Sailing crafts are slow and miserable, the wind uncertain, and everything about 

them annoying. The time that we crossed the Isthmus I think is about the healthiest time. 

All the supplies wanted are course clothes. You know what kind are used in digging wells 

in Canada, the work is the same here. Up to the middle in mud and water from morning 

till night. Flannel shirts are worn here altogether. A pair or two of doubled sole boots made 

to order would be very good.  
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On landing it would be well if a person had money enough to buy a couple of mules and 

provisions to load them with, besides a pick, a pan and a shovel each, and a rocker for 

the Company. Sacramento is the best market for mules.  

 

About employment I can say nothing 

in particular. Wages are down just 

now for the working class; and as for 

other I cannot say. For a family to 

emigrate here it would be pretty much 

like going to Canada at the beginning 

of the settlement. There is no work for 

boys, nothing but digging.  

 

You ask what kind of society – I can 

hardly tell. Shops are open on 

Sunday. The ladies are divided into 

two classes; one half common stock, 

the others virtuous.  

 

The country after you leave the plains 

is one hill after another, each succeeding one rising higher than the last, until you reach 

the ridge, and keeping along it in the same manner, up and down, until you reach the 

summit of the Sierra Nevada. The soil appears to have been burnt, of reddish color, and 

the tufts of grass that grow here and there are quite dry and burnt up. It will never make a 

farming country. The Sacramento Valley is something better. The principal timber up here 

is pine, the finest I have ever seen. The white pine measuring from 10 to 12 feet through 

and 100 in height; the spruce is next in size, then the sugar pine. Live oak is plenty, but it 

is as brittle as a carrot. There is also soft maple, cedar, balsam, Mexican laurel, and the 

yew tree of which the Indians make their bows. They are the most degraded looking 

wretches I ever saw. Stark naked, living on roots and acorns. They are afraid of the whites, 

and keep their distance.  

 

It would be a difficult thing to start any business whatever, in any of the cities. It would take 

a large capital in the first place, and the rents are so enormously high that they would eat 

up the profit. Little restaurants or houses of entertainment seem to pay well. They are built 

of canvas and stuck along the roads to the mines, and when a new mine is started they 

move their establishments to another scene of operations. Trading posts at the mines too 

seem to pay well.  

 

In giving my advice to friends at home, I can do it in a few words. To the old and frail I 

would say, if they wish to spend their money and run the risk of their lives, let them come 

to California. Young men with good constitutions and without a tie to bind them at home, 

are the boys to come here. There is money to be made by hard work and harder fare, with 

the canopy of heaven for your covering, and two or three dozen coyotes or California 

wolves to keep you in music, which they seldom fail to do. J. C’s stoves would be of no 

use here. Mr. L.’s engine, I do not know what use it could be applied to, except grinding 

quartz rock to get the gold out of it; and it has not been proved whether it will pay or not.  



 

We have got an old acquaintance of uncle Peter’s here, one Thomas Campbell, one of 

Perth’s first settlers.  

 

I was laid up last week with a sore foot, but it is ready again for the spade. James 

Farquharson is going to take this to Marysville. He is just mounting his mule, and I must 

wind up.20 

 

Henry Osgoode Burritt to Alpheus Jones 

 

When I wrote you last from this place I was just in the eve of departure for the mines, 

blushed with hope, and with brilliant anticipation of realizing something handsome before 

I should return, but now comes the sequel. After remaining for two months in the diggins, 

and working like a galley slave, enduring all the hardship and privations that it is possible 

to do and live, I have the miserable consolation of an average of about $4 per diem during 

the time that I was in the mines, saying nothing about the 10 days going to, and 10 more 

returning therefrom. You may therefore conclude that I am for one (I am not singular; 

thousands are in a similar fix) perfectly disenchanted with gold digging.  

 

The mines we were at are situated about 250 miles from this place, called ‘Sullivan’s 

Diggins’, lying about midway between the Rio Stanislaus and the Powalin [Rivers], both 

rising in the Sierra Nevada, and tributary to the San Joaquin. The climate at the mines is 

very hot and very cold. That is, during day the thermometer runs up to 105 in the shade 

at mid-day, and down to 50 at day light. I have seen it stand at those points day after day. 

We were not troubled with the least particle of moisture from the clouds but once during 

the whole time; the ground is regularly baked, and perfectly free of vegetation of any kind, 

and in fact not fit for cultivation.  

 

The whole country, as far as I can judge from what I have seen of it, and from what others 

tell me respecting other portions of it that I have not seen, is nothing more or less than 

sterile mountains and barren plains, the rich valleys (vide Fremont’s Narrative21) of the 

Sacramento and San Joaquin Rivers being dense marshes overgrown with bull-rushes, 

extending on either side as far as the eye can reach, and bounded by the aforesaid sterile 

mountains. It is in these marshes that the wild animals, horses and horned cattle, for which 

the country is so famous, find grazing.  

 

I am writing this in view of sending by a gentleman who leaves by the steam ship ‘Panama’ 

tomorrow, for the United States; he is returning together with 300 more, who go by the 

same ship, perfectly satisfied with this country. They are persons of the right stamp and 

who will make the welkin22 ring through the papers on their arrival. Of all mis-statements 

and foul mis-representations that were ever made of any country, those that have been 

sent from this country to the United States by interested parties, many of whom are in high 

rank, are the most infamous. I hope none of my friends will be foolish enough to come 
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here; let them take my advice and stay home, or at least in a Christian country, if they can 

get enough to eat, for should they come here they would be sure of disappointment, and 

that of the most bitter kind.  

 

When I left the mines, it was with the intention of doing something here, failing which I 

should take my route homewards through Mexico; but now I have made up my mind, if I 

fail in getting a situation, to go up to Sacramento, and try my luck in those mines before I 

go home.  

 

I only arrived here yesterday, and have not therefore been able to look around yet. My first 

move was for the Post office, not having had a scroll from home since I left. I found my 

sister’s letter of 17th April, containing another from my dear little friend Fanny, which gave 

me the latest news. I fully expected to have received a number of letters and a bundle of 

papers, but in that respect was doomed to disappointment. I am fully satisfied that they 

are here for me, but such confusion exists at the Post office that is necessary to go often 

and make the clerks rummage in the boxes, so I intend to call again.  

 

 
Stockton, California, c1850 

I have not had the slightest indisposition, or one moment’s illness since I left home, not 

withstanding the many changes in climate that I have passed through, and all the 

hardships I have endured. I have not slept with my clothes off or in a bed since May; the 

ground, or the deck of a small boat when going up and down the river, with my blankets 

around me, has been my couch of down.  

 

I walked (80 miles) from the mines to Stockton, on the head waters of the San Joaquin, at 

which place I remained a few days, during which time a man was lynched and hanged for 

theft, he being one of the party of three who robbed a wash-woman of $200. One other of 

the party was caught and hanged about five weeks ago, and the third has not been taken; 



he knows his doom if found in this country. Such prompt and extreme measuring out of 

justice has had the effect of making all men good and honest citizens. At the mines such 

a thing as theft is seldom known. Sometimes it happens that a man wants a spade, shovel 

or some other tool, and takes the first he finds. Such cases are, when the party is brought 

to conviction before the Alcade23, punished with cropping the ears, and banishment from 

the mines.  

 

Leaving Stockton, I took passage for this place, 175 miles, fare $14 and feed myself and 

had to sleep on the deck. We were five days and six nights on the passage, during which 

time I suffered more from mosquitos than I had any idea I could bear.  

 

I send you enclosed a few specimens of gold that we washed out of the earth; it has a 

very tempting appearance, but the work in obtaining it takes off all its beauty.  

 

San Francisco is improving rapidly; since my arrival 10 weeks ago, it has spread out three 

times its original size. Goods of all kinds are cheap, the market being over stocked. Flour 

at the mines when I left was $45 per 100 lbs., pork $100 per 100 lbs., saleratus24 $12 per 

lb., and everything in proportion.  

 

I have heard all kinds of stories about troubles &c. in Canada, which makes me particularly 

anxious to get my papers. I hope and pray that nothing of a serious nature may be the 

result.25  

 

By the way, my friends Clark and Matthie have not yet arrived; the vessel they sailed in is 

past due, and has not been heard of; however, I do not apprehend any accident has 

befallen her, for the most of the vessels that left New York in January and February are 

yet to arrive. The ship ‘Humbold’ arrived yesterday, having been 119 days on the passage 

up; there were a number of deaths on board. The Americans will have great cause to 

remember the race across the ‘Isthmus’ and around the ‘Horn’, and overland to this 

country; the suffering they have endured and are still enduring will fix the recollection of 

deep into their souls.  

 

James Simpson and his nephew J. Beckwith, were at the mines a short time, but left 

believing that they could make more money elsewhere. They are now at Stockton, working 

at anything that turns up, and are doing very well.26 

 

Thomas McKinlay to his father 

 

I take this opportunity of writing a few lines to let you know that my health is recruiting at 

present. Thank god that I am spared in the land of the living. I have had very poor health 

since I came to California. Thank God I have not gone to the grave with many hundreds.  
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This is an unhealthy climate. At the Isthmus of Darian, I took the Panama Fever and bloody 

flux. I blame myself for that, because I went to work in such a warm climate; but I was 

offered $4 a day, and I was afraid of my money getting short, and thus I engaged as 

carpenter of a vessel to go to Tobago for fruits. It was very hot being under the equator. I 

worked a week, when I took the sickness that I have spoken of, and was very bad, but I 

returned to Panama, and stopped till I got a little better …  

 

When I got to sea [again] my health improved till I came here, and then I took sick again, 

and was sickly for some time, in fact I never felt well, and thus exposed in the open air 

night and day. The days are hot and the nights are cold, and to be exposed under the 

shade of some tree, or at the side of a large pine tree, is all the house we California miners 

have. We have Indian lives; we ramble about from one valley and from one mountain to 

another in search of gold, but it is scarce here.  

 

I now live at Cold Spring Valley. I 

came here after travelling some time, 

and got acquainted with a young man 

from Arkansas. He had plenty of tools 

and cooking utensils. I bargained with 

him for a share of his tools and claim, 

for $50. I paid that and made $350 in 

six weeks, but we can do nothing now 

for want of water27. We have not seen 

rain since we came here, and it has 

not rained for seven months, but we 

expect to see rain and plenty soon.  

 

When I came I was out of money and out of health, and nearly out of heart, but I am getting 

better and begin to feel hardy. I endure an Indian life. If I take bad again, I will, if I can, get 

to the Sandwich Islands.  

 

The Asiatic Cholera has been taking away 70 persons a day. It is said to be in the mines 

only two miles from us. The Indians are scalping some of our neighbours. Captain 

McKinney was killed the other day by an Indian Chief’s arrow; one of our company’s balls 

killed him. We are all armed with rifles, pistols and knives; we always keep them charged 

so that at a moment’s warning we can take our arms and be ready to meet our foes. There 

are 800 warriors within a half day’s march of us, but if they come they will have to take it, 

for there is both good men and rifles here; we are all prepared.  

 

I give my advice candidly, to let those know that wish to come to California, that they had 

better stop at home, for there are more coffins than fortunes for those that come here. 

There is no doubt but there is gold here if you can find it. I have been more lucky than 

many of my friends, and I think I know of a place where I can get plenty, but the Indians 

are so plenty that we dare not venture. Yet I have plenty of money. I have near 
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[unreadable] hundred dollars of gold dust in my pocket that I picked up out of the valleys, 

and if I have health I will have some more. Health is all here, and doctor’s bills are high. I 

have had to apply to pay two doctor’s bills since I came to California. Give my compliments 

to all enquiring friends.28 

 

 Most of the Lanark County 49rs appear to have returned home poorer in pocket if richer 

in wisdom and experience. A few settled in California or elsewhere in the United States. According 

to the Bathurst Courier one simply disappeared; the obituary of 81-year-old Mary Eliza Radford-

Frisell/Frizell, who died in North Elmsley Township in 1897, notes that her son Joseph Jr. “went 

to California 25 or more years ago and has not been heard of for twenty years”. Several Lanark 

men died in the course of their great gold fields adventure;  

 

William Muirhead to the Editor of the Bathurst Courier 

 

Having returned from California, and knowing that you would like to hear an account of 

my uncle, Alex McLaren’s death, I take the liberty of writing you a few lines on the subject. 

 

Having arrived in California, and having travelled about for some time, viewing the country, 

we at length directed our steps to one of the mining districts called Foster’s Bar, lying on 

the Yuba River, distant 32 miles from Marysville. We had not been there over eight days 

when I became unwell, being laid on a bed of sickness, for the space of five weeks. 

Through this period my dear departed friend watched over me with more than a nurse’s 

care.  

 

Providence was restoring me gradually to strength, but new troubles were awaiting me of 

which I was unconscious, for just as I got up from my bed of sickness for the first time, 

and being scarcely able to stand, he that was dearer to me than any other in that far and 

foreign land, was visited with sickness, and frail as I was Providence enabled me, in turn, 

to administer to all his wants.  

 

The same doctor that attended me (Dr. Fitch) attended him also. He used all his endeavors 

to restore him again to health by administering to him medicines which he thought fitted 

his complaint, and which he called inflammation of the bowels, but after having passed 

through a course of medicine, it had no effect whatever. The doctor being baffled in his 

attempts to restore him, called in another doctor for advice, but by this time it was evident 

to me that the fell destroyer was fast gaining power over him. He gradually became weaker 

and weaker, till, on the morning of the 7th September (on which day he died at or about 

the hour of 12 noon) his breathing became more quick and heavy. I had some 

conversation with him in the course of the morning and about 10 minutes before he 

breathed his last. I put some questions which he answered satisfactorily, and proved a 

comfort to me in my weak state, and enabled me to believe that he died putting his trust 

in God.  

 

On the following day I was enabled, with the help of a few friends, to commit his body to 

the silent grave, where he now lies deeply lamented by his sorrowing and bereaved 
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friends, and where he shall lie till the last loud trumpet shall sound to awake us to 

judgement.  

 

He having been personally acquainted with you and with many in your immediate 

neighborhood I therefore seek to add no more.29 

 

Bathurst Courier news item reprinted from the Carleton Place Herald 

 

Fatal Accident in California - It is our painful duty to announce the death of our townsman 
Mr. William Moffatt, who left this place about eighteen months ago, in search of a fortune 
in California.   
 
It appears by what we have gathered from those who have returned, and by letters which 
have arrived, that he was one of a party of twelve (ten of whom were from this 
neighborhood) who had been unsuccessfully prospecting for the precious metal, in the 
unsettled region, in the northern part of California.  The day preceding the accident, they 
met in with a party of native Indians, who were about commencing hostilities with another 
tribe, and were anxious to procure the assistance of our adventurers, which they properly 
declined to give.  

 
Their close proximity to these belligerent tribes, 
made it necessary for them to continue their 
march with loaded firearms, as a precautionary 
measure against surprise.  As they were thus 
wending their way to the south, on the morning of 
the 16th of July [1852], toiling up a steep ascent by 
an Indian trail through the mountains, the 
deceased being heavily burdened with his 
luggage, was carrying his loaded fowling piece by 
the muzzle, and using it as a walking stick to 
assist him on his way, when by some means, the 
gun went off, the charge entering his head, at the 
inside of the eye, and passing through the brain 
and upper part of the skull.  Although he 
continued to breathe after the accident for nearly 
an hour, he did not during that time manifest any 
sign of sensibility or consciousness.   
 
As soon as life was extinct, the party dug a deep 
grave, and consigned this body to its last resting 
place; placing at the head a slab, on which they 
cut an inscription telling his name.  About noon, 
the party sorrowfully turned their backs off the 
scene of the disaster, and with heavy hearts made 
for the settlements.   

He has left a wife and three young children to deplore his loss.30 
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Californian Native Americans 



Who were these young men who ventured so far and risked so much? Only a few have 

been identified with any certainty, but the letter writers appear to have been; 

 

Henry Osgoode Burritt was born in 1822 at Easton’s Corners, Elmsley Township, the son 

of Edmund Burritt and Annie Perrine. When Henry Burritt, aged 27 years, set out for California in 

the spring of 1849 he left his wife of three years, Louise Strong, and a two-year-old son to await 

his return at Easton’s Corners. The couple would later have two additional sons and a daughter. 

Although there is no evidence one way or the other, Burritt may have had more success in the 

gold fields than most. By the 1850s he was owner of a woollen mill at Rideau Falls in the industrial 

village of New Edinburgh (now a suburb of Ottawa) and was a founding director of the Ottawa 

City Passenger Railway Company that, in 1870, introduced horse-drawn tram services to Ottawa. 

In 1862 he purchased a parcel of land in New Edinburgh where he built a substantial stone home. 

In 1873 Burritt sold the house to Ottawa industrialist Philemon Wright for $10,000 and Wright 

named the house ‘Edgewood’. After several changes of ownership, ‘Edgewood’, located next door 

to the Governor General’s residence at ‘Rideau Hall’, was purchased by the Federal Government 

in 1966 and now serves as Canada’s official guest house for visiting head’s of state. Henry 

Osgoode Burritt died in 1874 at New York, New York, USA, but was buried in Beechwood 

Cemetery, Ottawa. 

 

John Glasscott, born at Perth in 1829, was the eldest of seven sons and two daughters of 

William J. and Catherine Glasscott. From 1838 to about 1875 William Glasscott operated 

Glasscott’s Hotel in a three storey stone building he built at No. 1 Gore Street West. John 

Glasscott was 20 years of age when he left for California in 1849. John seems to have returned 

to Perth but later emigrated to the American mid-west and died at Monroe, Wisconsin, in 1887. 

 

Thomas McKinlay was born in Scotland in 1820, the son of Peter McKinlay and Mary 

Murray, emigrating to Bathurst Township with his parents as a child. Thomas spent less than a 

year in the goldfields, but enjoyed some degree of success. Immediately upon his return he built 

a stone home on property owned by his relatives, the McLaren family, which still stands at 2125 

Scotch Line Road. He married Elizabeth Barclay and fathered two sons and two daughters. 

Thomas McKinlay died in 1893 and was buried in the Craig Street Cemetery, Perth. 

 

William Muirhead was born at Paisley, Scotland, in 1812 and at the time he headed for 

the California goldfields, at the age of 38, was living in Beckwith Township. He did not marry until 

the age of 50 when he was married to Catherine McEwan at Carleton Place in 1862. The father 

of two sons and two daughters, William Muirhead, yeoman, died near Franktown in 1870. 

 

Thomas Brown, has not been definitively identified although he seems to have been living 

at or near Perth when he set out for California in about 1850 as his letter mentions carrying mail 

to ‘Perth folks’ already in the goldfields. We also know from his letter that he was shoemaker. He 

appears to be one of two men of that name born in Montague Township. One of these was born 

in 1827 and married three times, to Jane Eamer (1857), Margaret Ann McCutcheon (year 

unknown) and Euphemia McCloud (1897). This man later lived in Bruce County and died at 

Timiskaming in 1918. The other Thomas Brown was born in 1833, later married Anne Fitzgerald 

and died at Wakefield, Quebec, in 1891. 

 



John Dougherty/ Docherty has not been identified. He may have been from Carleton Place 

or Beckwith Township as a letter from him, dated March 26, 1851, was published in the Carleton 

Place Herald on May 2, 1851. He wrote from New Grenada, Panama, that he had arrived in 

Chagres on March 20, 1851 via the Steamship North American, leaving New York on March 11, 

1851. 

 

The Bathurst Courier letters, and other reporting on the gold rush in that newspaper, 

mention several other Lanark County men who went to California. Some of those can also be 

identified.   

 

Charles Glassford, the son of Paul Glassford (1772-1858) and Sara Breckenridge (1793-
1858), was born in Grenville County in 1825. Although, in one item, the Courier describes Charles 
as “the son of Paul Glassford Esq. of Perth”, from about 1820 his parents lived at Brockville where 
his father was a merchant and local magistrate. It is likely that Paul Glassford also had business 
interests at Perth and that his son Charles was associated in some way with those interests. 
 

Nathaniel McCaffry was a Carleton Place man, possibly the brother of Absalom McCaffrey 

who operated a hotel, bakery and wine shop in Carleton Place in the mid 19th century. Nathaniel 

was married, in 1842, to Elizabeth Sheldon. He went to California with the first rush of men in 

1849, returned, and then went back to California with the ‘Ogdensburg Company’ in 1850. By 

1852 he was home again, living in Beckwith Township. 

 

Thomas Campbell, described in Glasscott letter of December 1850 as “… one of the first 

settlers of Perth”, and “… an acquaintance of [Glasscott’s] uncle Peter” may have been the son 

of one of the many Campbells who arrived in the early days of the Perth Settlement. He could, 

however, be the Thomas Campbell who arrived at the Perth Settlement in 1820 and was located 

on Drummond C-8/L-24. If so, he would have been at least 50 years of age when he went chasing 

California gold. 

 

Peter Cram, born in Beckwith Township in 1831, was the son of James Cram and Margaret 

McPhail. He lived on the family farm until, according to his obituary, at “… twenty-one he became 

filled with the gold fever, the rush to California being then almost at the height, and he joined in 

the procession westward”. He remained in California for two years and on his return went into 

partnership with his brother John F. Cram in a “tanning and wool pulling business” at Appleton. 

In 1857 he married Margaret Campbell and the couple had five children. The family later moved 

to Perth “to provide better educational facilities” for their family. In 1882 Cram purchased and 

moved to a farm in Beckwith Township. Peter Cram died at Carleton Place in 1920. 

 

William Moffatt, who accidently shot himself to death on a Californian mountainside in 

1852, was born in Beckwith Township in 1824, the son of David Moffat and Elizabeth Nevin. A 

carpenter by trade he married Anne Chambers in 1847 with whom he had a son and two 

daughters, the youngest of which was born in 1851 the same year he left for California. 

 

Joseph Frisell/Frizell Jr. who, according to his mother’s obituary, “went to California 25 or 

more years ago and has not been heard of for twenty years” did not die of Panama fever, cholera 

or accident in the mines, he simply failed to write home. Born in 1839 in Elmsley Township to 

Joseph Frizell and Mary Eliza Radford, if Joseph Jr. set off to chase gold in California he was 



slow off the mark. He was still living in North Elmsley Township at the time of the 1861 Canadian 

census. From that year U.S. census, voter and tax lists show him living in California until at least 

1900. Over the years, his occupation changes from farmer (1861), to engineer (1880, 1886, 1894, 

1900) and fisherman (1896). By 1861 he had a wife named Mary. 

 

The Henry Osgoode Burritt letters of June and August 1849 and October 1850 also 
mention men named James Simpson, James Beckwith, Clark and Matthie. Writing in December 
1850 John Glasscott makes mention of J. Farquharson and G. Smith, who were travelling with 
him in California. The Bathurst Courier news item of March 1852 reports the send-off of men 
named George Stead, Laughlan Bowie, Peter Campbell, Dugald Campbell and Alex Campbell. 
William Muirhead’s letter of November 1852 describes the death of his uncle Alex Campbell, 
presumably the man of that name who was among those mentioned in the Courier story nine 
months earlier. The Peter Campbell mentioned is apparently an uncle to letter writer William 
Glasscott. All of these appear to be Lanark County men, most from the Perth, Carleton Place, 
Smiths Falls area, but their exact identity remains undetermined. 
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