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History

Getting to California

The Coast Survey and the Gold Rush

During the California Gold Rush, many people from around the world left

everything behind - including their jobs - to seek their fortune in California.

A copy of one of the more interesting historical documents from this period

resides inthe NOAA Central Library. This document, The Autobiography of

James Lawson, details the work of four young Coast Surveyors who were sent

to the western coast at the height of the gold frenzy.

LAWSON, BORN IN PHILA
delphiain 1829, was educated at
the Philadelphia Central High
School and became a clerk to
Alexander Dallas Bache, the second
superintendent of the US Coast
Survey. Following the Mexican War
and the acquisition of California,
Bache sent survey crews to
California in 1848 to commence the
survey of the US west coast. e
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discovery of gold in California led
to one of the great migrations of
human history as fortune seekers,
known as 49ers, from throughout
the world rushed to California. is
led to shortages of labourers,
desertion of hundreds of ship crew
in San Francisco Bay and desertion
of many members of the survey
crews with consequent lack of
progress. To correct this situation,
Bache handpicked
four young men
who had a record
tomake . echief
of this crew was
George Davidson;
the other three
members were
Lawson, the topog-
rapher A.M.
Harrison, and John
Rockwell.
Davidson and
Lawson travelled
together and left
New York City on
the steamer Phila-
delphia on 5 May
1850. After an
uneventful trip they
arrived at the
Chagres River,
Panama,ando -
loaded their survey

equipment and personal e ects for
transport across the isthmus. ey
rst engaged a native canoe for
USD120, crewed by three Indians
a padron (a colloquial term for
chief or boss) and two oarsmen.
While boats of gold seekers raced
up the river threatening and
cursing their Indian boatmen,
Davidson pursued a policy of
respect and kindness, sharing
co ee with them and letting them
bathe in the river when they
desired. Lawson played the tune
Mary Blane on his leather
accordion, providing enter-
tainment for all while travelling
through the Panamanian jungle. As
a consequence, they were the rst
from their ship to make it up the
river to Cruces, at the head of
navigation. Lawson described the
d@cor of the natives during this leg
of the trip: e costume of these
natives is at times extremely
primitive. One of our boatmen, an
Apollo in manly physique, was a
large portion of the trip in full dress
when he had a small piece of red
tape around his left wrist.
Lawson and Davidson remained at
Cruces for two days while awaiting
amule train to Panama City on the
Paci cOcean. emuleswere not
for carrying baggage, however, but
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