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Student Handout 4.3 How Did the Discovery of Gold Change California? 

Directions:  The following paragraph is excerpted from a longer letter from E.A. Stevenson, Special Indian 
Agent, to Hon. Thomas J. Henley, Superintendent of Indian Affairs, San Francisco, 1853. In this short 
paragraph, Stevenson makes an argument about the impact of the Gold Rush on the lives of Native people in 
El Dorado County. Stevenson is careful in his writing; he describes what life was like before the Gold Rush and 
then compares it with life currently (in 1853, when he was writing) in order to make Henley understand how the 
Gold Rush affected the environment and, as a result, the lives of indigenous people. With your group, read 
through Stevenson’s letter (using the strategies listed below) in order to understand how the Gold Rush 
affected the environment and what evidence Stevenson uses to make his case. 
 
1.       Read the paragraph together, circling any words you don’t know. 
2.       Discuss the words you’ve circled — look them up if necessary. 
3.       Stevenson writes some of the sentences in the present tense (the way he sees it now) and some in the 
past tense (the way it was before the Gold Rush).  
4.       Using a yellow highlighter, highlight any words or phrases that are in (or that signal the use of) the 
present tense 
5.       Using an pink highlighter, highlight any words or phrases that are in (or that signal the use of) the past 
tense. 
6.       Complete the following chart by listing conditions in the past tense (before the Gold Rush) in the left-
hand column and conditions in the present tense (1853) in the middle column (1853). In the far right-hand 
column, write your thoughts about how Stevenson put his argument together and what evidence he used to 
make his argument. 
7.       Create a timeline, using both words and pictures, that shows how Stevenson described El Dorado 
County before the Gold Rush, in 1853, and — using your imagination — what it might have looked like in 1873. 
Make sure your timeline reflects the impact on both Indian life and the environment, using evidence from the 
paragraph below. 
 
”The Indians in this portion  of the State [El Dorado County] are wretchedly poor, having no horses, cattle or 
other property. They formerly subsisted on game, fish, acorns, etc., but it is now impossible for them to make a 
living by hunting or fishing, for nearly all the game has been driven from the mining region or has been killed 
[by miners]. The rivers…formerly were clear as crystal and abounded with the finest salmon…I [used to see] 
the Indians taking barrels of these beautiful fish and drying them for the winter. But the miners have turned the 
streams from their beds and [made them] so thick with mud. “ 
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Topic Past Tense 
(Before the Gold 
Rush) 

Present 
Tense (in 
1853) 

Analyzing Stevenson’s Argument 

Indian 
Life 

  
  
  
  
  
  

  
  
  
  
  

According to Stevenson, what impact did the Gold Rush have 
on Indian life? What evidence did Stevenson use to make his 
argument? 

  
  
  
  
  

The 
Rivers 

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

  According to Stevenson, what impact did the Gold Rush have 
on the rivers in El Dorado County? What evidence did 
Stevenson use to make his argument? 

 


