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San Francisco and the Gold Rush 
The Gold Rush was perhaps the most exciting period in the history of 
San Francisco and California. It changed the future of the West coast 
of the United States. 

Before the discovery gold, San Francisco was a sleepy Spanish village 
called Yerba Buena with a population of about 900 people. The word 
Yerba Buena in Spanish meant “good grass”, because the grass that grew 
there had a sweet smell.

In the late 1700s California was a Spanish colony like Mexico. 

In 1821 Mexico became independent from Spain, and California 
belonged to Mexico. 

In 1848 the United States defeated Mexico in a war and California 
became an American state; Yerba Buena’s name became San Francisco.
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View of San Francisco in the late 1800s.
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1. “strike it rich” : American expression meaning “to make a lot of money 
quickly”.

2. mining camps : small villages near gold mines.

The “Forty-Niners” 
In January 1848 John Marshall discovered 
gold at Sutter’s Fort on the American River 
about 100 miles (160 kilometers) east of San 
Francisco. 

In August 1848 a New York newspaper wrote 
about the discovery of gold in California 
and the news quickly reached the rest of the 
nation and the world. The land and the gold 
in California did not belong to anyone–they 
were free for everyone! 

In February 1849 the first “forty-niners” arrived in San Francisco on 
the sailing ship, California. The “forty-niners” were people who went to 
look for gold in California. 

Many other ships followed and soon the port of San Francisco was one 
of the busiest in the nation. By the autumn of 1849 there were about 
600 sailing ships in the harbor, and by the end of that year there were 
more than 25,000 people in San Francisco! 

People from all over the world wanted to “strike it rich” 1 in the Gold 
Country and built mining camps 2 like Auburn, Placerville, Angels Camp, 
Nevada City, Virginia City and Grass Valley. Some of these mining 
camps became towns and cities, but others became ghost towns, like 
Bodie, Cow Wells, Beveridge, where no one lives anymore. 

A Wild Town
San Francisco became the most important city on the Pacific Coast, 
with its banks, shops, saloons, hotels and newspaper offices. 

When the “forty-niners” wanted to buy supplies, sell their gold and have 
fun they went to San Francisco. 

View of San Francisco in the late 1800s.

A “forty-niner” looking for gold.
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Million Dollar Theft 
in San Francisco

3. “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be 
used against you.” : in the United States the police must say these words 
to protect the people they are taking into custody or arresting. This means 
that the person does not need to explain anything or answer the questions 
of the police.

you’ll have to remain at the police station for a few days while we 
investigate.”

“What? A suspect!” cried John, angrily. “Do you think I stole the 
diary? This is ridiculous! I’ve worked for Pinkerton for fifteen years...” 

“You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will 
be used against you,” 3 said Sgt. Chan. “Now please follow me.”

When Susan and her mother heard the news they were very upset 
and started crying. 

They knew that John had nothing to do with the theft. But who 
stole the diary and how? It was a mystery.

Susan looked at her mom and said, “Please don’t cry. We know dad 
is an honest and responsible man. He’s one of Pinkerton’s best men. 
I want to talk to Brian, who was at the hotel when dad was there. 
Perhaps he noticed something. I’m going to try and solve this 
mystery!”

“Susan, please don’t get into trouble,” said her mother, who was 
worried. “We’ve got enough trouble right now.”

“Don’t worry, mom,” said Susan, picking up her cell phone. “I’ll be 
careful.”

Susan texted Brian and Jim and they decided to meet for pizza at 
Pier 39 that evening. Pier 39 was crowded because it was the Fourth 
of July, and everyone wanted to watch the spectacular fireworks on 
the bay.

At eight o’clock Susan, Brian and Jim met at Pat’s Pizza Parlor at 
Pier 39. They were lucky to find a table next to the big window, with 
a great view of the bay and Golden Gate Bridge. 
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3  READING – EARTHQUAKES
Read the text below about earthquakes in San Francisco and answer the 
questions.

Earthquakes are common in  
San Francisco and in the state 
of California. The city is situated 
between the St. Andreas and 
Hayward fault lines 1. California is 
situated on the Pacific Ring of Fire, 
where most of the world’s biggest 
earthquakes take place. The 
Pacific Ring of Fire is the 40,000 
km-long area along the coastal 
areas of the Pacific Ocean. 

On April 18, 1906 there was a terrible earthquake in San Francisco. It 
measured 8.25 on the Richter Scale 2 and lasted about one minute. It 
destroyed most of the city and killed more than three thousand people. 
About 400,000 people lost their homes and lived in tents for months. 

Smaller earthquakes take place almost every month, but the people of 
San Francisco rarely worry about them!

The most recent major earthquake happened on October 17, 1989. 
It measured 6.9 on the Richter Scale, and it killed 63 people and 
destroyed many old buildings and roads. Parts of the San Francisco 
Bay Bridge were badly damaged and the bridge was closed for a 
month. This created huge traffic problems because thousands of 
people used this bridge to go to work in the city.

Ferry boats from the early 1900s were used to transport people across 
the bay several times a day. Luckily the Golden Gate Bridge, a symbol 
of the city, was not damaged. San Francisco was without water, gas 
and electricity for four long days. 

Today buildings in San Francisco are earthquake safe. This means that 
they will not be destroyed during another major earthquake.

1 Where is San Francisco situated?
2 What is the Pacific Ring of Fire?
3 What happened in San Francisco on April 18, 1906?
4 What is the Richter Scale?
5 Describe the October 17, 1989 earthquake.
6 Why was the San Francisco Bay Bridge closed for a month?
7 How did the ferry boats solve the traffic problem?

1. fault lines : big, long cracks in the earth’s surface.

2. Richter Scale : a scale that measures how strong an earthquake is.
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4

PRELIMINARY

 LISTENING – A TOUR OF SAN FRANCISCO
A group of guests from the Barbary Coast Hotel is taking a tour of  
San Francisco. Listen to what the guide tells them and then answer  
the questions. Choose the correct answer – A, B or C. 

1 What was the weather like on Wednesday?

2 Which is one of the oldest neighborhoods in San Francisco?

3 What can you see at Fisherman’s Wharf?

4 What can you buy for $6?

5 What’s the best way to travel on San Francisco’s steep hills?

6 When was the Golden Gate Bridge completed?

A B C

A B C

A B C

A B C

A

A

B

B

C

C

1933 1937 1850
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