LIFE AND DEATH JOSTLE ONE ANOTHER:
MEDICINE IN THE EARLY GOLD CAMPS

Duane A. Smith

"We had not been out long when disease and death made its appearance
among us...There was seventeen died before we got half way..."
[Gold seeker sailing north from Panama|

"...a raving disease of a typhoid character,--so-called ‘mountain fever,” that

demanded many victims."

[Colorado, 1859]

ITH THE DISCOVERY of gold at Sutter’s mill
in January, 1848, and the “sordid cry of gold, gold,
GOLD” racing throughout the world, interest in the
American West took on a new intensity. Suddenly, the
golden dreams of a generation seemed to be within
reach, wrapped up in the call, “Ho for California.” The
California mines promised that anyone could “get rich
without working,.

A “motley assemblage, composed of lawyers, mer-
chants, grocers, carpenters, and cooks all possessed with
the desire of becoming suddenly rich” rushed off to the
mines in 1848. Even larger numbers, well over 100,000
people, headed toward the Mother Lode country the
next year., These forty-niners eagerly sought their des-
tination, which they envisioned as a land of gold that
would fulfill every expectation. These Argonauts ven-
tured West, confident of making their fortunes and
returning home within a season or two, at most.

The one-time farmers, merchants, seamen, teachers,

doctors, ministers--sojourners from all walks of life--

found more than they had bargained for. They risked
not just a few months of their time, but their very lives,
in the hope of “filling their pockets with the shining
ore.” The search for gold obsessed them, diverting their
interest from the normal amenities of living. As that
perceptive eyewitness, Louise Clapp (Dame Shirley),
observed at Rich Bar, “You have no idea of the hand to
mouth sort of style in which most men in this country
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are in the habit of living.”!

The toil and dangers inherent in the journey to the
gold fields and the physical exertion of mining took a
toll that very few had anticipated in those early exhi-
larating days of 1848 and 1849, The cost in human lives
and ruined health just to reach California was appalling.
Far more migrants died of disease while crossing the
continent than were ever killed by Indians. When the
worn-out survivors turned to mining, they were some-
times physically taxed beyond endurance. These pro-
spectors were the first, but not the last, to discover the
exorbitant cost of being seduced by the siren call of
gold, of silver, of the mining West,

Anyone who came west expecting to make a fortune
had to stay healthy, not an easy task with the state of
the medical profession being what it was in 1848-49,
Medicine and western mining would be intertwined
from this point. Unfortunately for its participants, min-
ing evolved faster than medicine. Medical science in the
first half of the 19th century had advanced hardly
beyond the realm of the ancient Greeks. In the 1840s,
for example, there existed thirty-eight schools of
thought on the theory of disease. Diagnosis was unsyste-
matic and superficial. Heredity was seen as the principal
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precipitator of disease, illustrating the general
ignorance of the causes of infection. Surgery was
hazardous, as were some of the prescribed cures.?

The doctors--the front line--commanded little res-
pect. Ineffective and primitive treatments did little to
inspire confidence among patients, who often sought
out their physicians only after all else had failed. These:
prevailing conditions meant that illness too frequently
resulted in death, or more often, permanent disability
or disfigurement. The reputation of medicine fell into
further disrepute.

Doctors called on their own resourcefulness and
imagination to discover medications that would ease a
patient’s ills, They prescribed opium (for pain & diarr-
hea), quinine (malaria), mercury (syphilis), and mor-
phine (dysentery), with casual indifference to side
effects. Purgatives and emetics were widely used, calo-
mel (mercury salt) being the most popular of these. The
ancient practice of bloodletting also lingered as a cura-
tive. Some physicians used whiskey as an antiseptic,
others as a crude anesthetic. A few lavished it on their
insides to steady their nerves.?

Calling medicine a profession stretched the defini-
tion of the term. All who had the inclination to dabble
in it could hang out their shingles and declare them-
selves open for business. Anyone who had read a book
about medicine, taken a course or a brief apprentice-
ship, or perhaps simply become intrigued by medicine
could, quite literally, “practice.” As a result, “quacks”
outnumbered credentialed physicians in some areas.

Under these circumstances, the American public
harbored a certain fatalism about the practice of medi-
cine, They relied on home remedies and patent medi-
cines in preference to subjecting themselves to a doc-
tor’s treatment. Professionalism was not the only issue.
Patients also complained about high fees in the 19th
century.

Americans complicated the health picture by failing
to take good care of themselves, especially if that care
thwarted their scramble for the cherished wealth. Forty-
niner physician James L. Tyson expressed it, “But who
is careful or who is prudent in the pursuit of gold in
California?” After the investigative work of Scotsman
James Lind in the mid-18th century, the concept of
eating oranges, lemons, and limes to prevent and cure
scurvy had become well understood. The ingestion of
cream of tartar and vinegar also produced good results
in combating the dietary deficiency that caused scurvy.
Yet the 1849ers, in their rush to riches, chose to ignore
common wisdom (fresh fruit and vegetables) and medi-
cal counsel. They paid a severe penalty. Americans were
some of the best-fed people in the world in 1849,
nevertheless, scurvy stalked the mining West relentlessly
that year, The rushers had no one to blame but them-
selves.4

Medrcine in the Early Gold Camp

Gold fever forced other concerns far from their
minds. The route chosen to reach the West determined
to which diseases the traveler fell victim or succumbed.
None of the paths was disease-free. The quickest and
most expensive lay through the Isthmus of Panama.
This fever-ridden journey ended thousands of lives and
left many more forty-niners debilitated upon their arri-
val in California. Malaria could kill them along the
Chagres River or attack them later with the same
ferocity. The ship route around Cape Horn and up the
west coast of South America was long and arduous.
Spoiled food, cramped quarters, impure water, unsani-
tary conditions, and inactivity brought the would-be
miner into San Francisco harbor in a wasted physical
condition.

The overland trails from the Missouri River were in
some ways the most rugged, but they kept the
Argonauts walking and riding outdoors, a distinct
advantage over the more sedentary water routes. Tragi-
cally, many unanticipated dangers lurked along the
trails.

No matter how fast these immigrants traveled, they
could not outrun cholera, the great killer of 1849-1850,
The forty-niners dubbed cholera “the ruthless des-
troyer,” and one described the road from Independence,
Missouri, to Fort Laramie as a “graveyard.” The disease
most often struck suddenly, and death came within
hours, usually with “great agony.” Fevers of various
kinds, many carried by the pioneers from their midwes-
tern homes, wreaked havoc all along the trail. The
forty-niners listed lung, camp, typhus, bilious, typhoid,
and the ever-popular ague as fever ailments, Mountain
fever, a term the gold rushers used loosely to include
almost any fever that struck them in or near the moun-
tains, may have been Rocky Mountain Spotted or Col-
orado Tick fever. The constant travel exhausted both
animals and humans; the physical exertion required of
them to reach California was staggering, A fever under
these conditions, far from home and civilized comforts,
gave sickness a new--and often deadly--impact.’

On the trail, more ordinary illnesses, such as
mumps, rheumatism, measles, bilious complaints, “sum-
mer complaints,” and even the common cold, could
evolve into unexpected complications. Smallpox was a
dreaded scourge. Pregnancy’s inherent discomforts and
dangers became more perilous. A toothache could pro-
gress to something more than a mere annoyance. Louise
Clapp wrote that hardly a family existed that had not
left a beloved member buried upon the plains.

The physicians and pseudo-physicians who traveled
west among the rushers understood little of the causes
or cures of many of these diseases. Dr. E. A, Tompkins
believed that he could explain some of them. He first
blamed the high saline and alkaline content of the water
and the ingestion of fish, before he came closer to
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hitting the mark, when he pointed to poor preparation
of camp food, chilly night watches, sleeping on cold wet
ground, and finally, the “constant hard and exhausting
toil.” If doctors were ignorant of the causes and cures, it
could hardly be expected that the rest of the Argonauts
could cope with the multitude of illnesses they had
rarely or never before encountered.b

Often ill, usually exhausted, but always energized by
the prospect of gold, the forty-niners arrived at the
“diggings.” Their new life style and hard labor deman-
ded strength and endurance. The editor of Sacramento’s
Placer Times, December 8, 1849, wrote that one rarely
heard of an individual not succeeding, “if he has been
able to preserve his health.”

Miner Alonzo Delano, who wrote several books and
many newspaper articles about his experiences, obser-
ved in March, 1850, that most immigrants, even if they
arrived in good health, would “be sick after arrival.” He
concluded, “exposure and bad diet contribute much to
producing sickness.” Contemporary William Swaine
concurred, “Exposure causes sickness to a great extent,
for in most of the mines tents are all the habitation
miners have.” Delano pointed out another factor invol-
ved in ill health when he wrote that many persons
“rushed to the mines and went to work...without blan-
kets to shield them from the cold night air.”

California’s climate had already garnered a repu-
tation for being salubrious, but the miners found the
mountains, though invigorating much of the time, to be
miserable during the rainy winter season. Damp, cold,
sunless days for weeks on end made mining in and
along the streams physical torture. The summer had
problems of its own. The sharp contrast between cold-
water work and warm-land life, and the generally un-
sanitary conditions of the camps and placer mines, led
to different health problems. Fleas and lice commonly
accompanied the miners wherever they went. In the
lives of many, neatness and cleanliness did not equate
with godliness in terms of personal hygiene, laundering,
and housekeeping.

If work and the climate affected miners’ health, even
more so did their diets. Long working hours and high
food costs (because of isolation, transportation, and
weather problems) dampened the individual’s incentive
to seek out variety or balance in his food. It was too
much of a chore and took too much time to plan,
purchase, and cook what today would be termed a
balanced meal. Beans, bread, and beef constituted the
daily menu. Scotsman J. D. Borthwick described his bill
of fare as “beefsteaks, damper [flour/water dough] and
tea”--morning, noon, and night. Many years later, forty-
niner R. C. Shaw remembered what he ate, “stewed
beans and flapjacks 21 times per week though the later
was occasionally replaced by flour dumplings and
molasses.” Dr. Jacob D. B. Stillman lamented that even
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in Sacramento in 1850 he had “almost forgotten what I
used to eat,””

Scurvy entered the camps as one of the worst
scourges of 1849-50, bringing down many already weak-
ened forty-niners. Scurvy, though, had myriad equally-
debilitating companions. Dr. James Tyson ranked rheu-
matism and dysentery right up there with it. In the
second half of 1850, the State Marine Hospital in San
Francisco admitted 262 patients with diarrhea, 204 with
dysentery, 160 with rheumatism, and 93 with “intermit-
tent fever.” Stillman observed that in Sacramento in
November, 1849, diarrhea was so general that “it has
been popularly regarded as the disease of Califor-
nia..with the number of deaths greater than from any
other disease.” Also, as the A/a California (August 30,
1849) pointed out, many feared that an attack of diarr-
hea was the “precursor of the terrible scourge cholera.”
Surprisingly, cholera did not make its debut until 1850,
by which time many believed that California led a
charmed existence.

Smallpox was always a legitimate worry of the
miners, but poison oak, another nemesis, proved far
more discomforting than dooming. The failure, the
boredom, and the overwhelmingly masculine society
aided and abetted “demon rum.” Alcoholism claimed
victims from the very beginning of the rush. Disappoin-
ted dreams, homesickness, and widely fluctuating moods
of optimism/depression conspired to produce an un-
healthful mental environment among the forty-niners. It
is unlikely that the gold seekers anticipated these kinds
of problems, but they could have fatal results, neverthe-
less.

Merchant/miner John Ingalls concluded, “There are
thousands of persons here who hardly ever saw a sick
day in the States and are completely broken-down, and
many of them, if they live, will never fully recover their
health.” Physician Tyson concurred in that opinion. He
observed that most of those who worked the mines
rarely left with their accustomed health: “I never saw so
many broken-down constitutions as during my brief stay
in California.”8

Exactly ten years later, news of another gold dis-
covery sped eastward. This time the site lay in the Pike’s
Peak country, and in the spring of 1859 frantic gold
seekers stampeded to future Colorado. The second
greatest gold rush in American history had its share of
medical miseries. Like the forty-niners before them, the
fifty-niners planned to go west for a season, make their
fortunes, and return home to a life they could never
have achieved otherwise. Despite the lessons of ten
years before, they proved to be no more medically
prepared than were their predecessors. Times change,
dreams do not.

Cholera was no epidemic threat in 1859, and the
short overland trip, the only way to reach the new






