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The population of San Francisco exploded from 1848 to 1850. Miners lived in tents, wood 
shanties, or deck cabins removed from abandoned ships. To meet the demands of the 
arrivals, ships bearing goods from around the world came to San Francisco. Ship captains 
lost their crews who upon arrival quickly deserted to go to the gold fields. The wharves and 
docks of San Francisco became a forest of masts, as hundreds of ships were abandoned. 
Enterprising San Franciscans turned the abandoned ships into warehouses, stores, taverns, 
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Peddling was a common starting point for many Jewish immigrants, especially in the 
nineteenth century. 
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This photograph shows a miner's camp and large log cabin on hillside; prospectors and their 
dogs are working the mine with shovels and pickaxes. 

 
19. Advertisement for packet ship "Apollo," c. 1849.  Courtesy Bancroft Library at the University of 
California, Berkeley. 
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The Taiping Rebellion was a revolt against the Qing dynasty in China that lasted from 1850 
to 1864. The Taiping Rebellion eventually failed, leading to the deaths of more than 20 
million people. 
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33. George Victor Cooper, Passing a rapid on Chagres River [Panama], c. 1852. John Cameron, 
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37. George Victor Cooper, San Carlos Nicaragua Lake: at the entrance of the San Juan River, 1852. John 
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42. The World, on Mercator's Projection. General Atlas of the World, 1840. A & C Black 
(publisher). Courtesy Library of Congress.  

 

43. Augusto Ferran, View of harbor at San Francisco, California], 1850. Courtesy Bancroft Library at 
the University of California, Berkeley.  

San Francisco harbor with shipbuilders and ships, including sidewheel steamship, on shore. 
Sailing ships moored in bay; houses and Yerba Buena Island in distance; rocks of Rincon 
Point in right foreground.  

 
44. “The Oldest Photograph of San Francisco. A daguerreotype of 1850.” Courtesy San Francisco 
Public Library.  

This is an image of San Francisco at the height of the California Gold Rush. A forest of 
ships’ masts can be seen in the harbor. Newcomers to the city were astonished to find Yerba 
Buena Cove crowded with nearly 800 hundred abandoned sailing ships. The hysteria of gold 
fever was at such a high pitch that many times when vessels came into port, sailors jumped 
ship before the anchor had dropped and the sails had been taken up.  

 

45. Abandoned Ships, Historic View, 1849–1850, Yerba Beuna Cove, San Francisco. Courtesy 
Library of Congress. 

 

46. Unknown artist, San Francisco in 1850 (Niantic Hotel), 1939, work on paper. Collection of Oakland 
Museum of California.  

This print shows the Niantic Hotel in San Francisco, California in 1850. The Niantic was a 
ship built in Connecticut in 1832 that was used for whaling. It brought a load of passengers 
from Panama to San Francisco in 1849 and was abandoned there after all of the passengers 



and most of the officers and crew left ship and headed to gold country to seek their fortune. 
The ship was sold and used to house businesses on the waterfront. This quote explains what 
happened next: “The front of the city is extending rapidly into the sea, as water-lots are filled 
up with the sand-hills which the steam excavators remove. This has left many of the old 
ships, that a year ago were beached as storehouses, in a curious position . . . o that a stranger 
puzzles himself for some time to ascertain how the “Apollo” and “Niantic” became perched 
in the middle of a street…. “ 

—Frank Marryat, English journalist 

 

47. Buried Ships Map. Courtesy San Francisco Maritime National Historical Park.  

 

48. View of San Francisco, c. 1860. Goat Island. Courtesy Bancroft Library at the University of 
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The tall ships clustered at the rear center and right float over what is today San Francisco’s 
Financial District. 
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50. San Francisco Financial District, c. 2020. Courtesy Hines Architecture Group. 
 
 
  


