
Mining Landscape And Race 1840-1890:
Unearthing the Untold Story of Mining in the
American West
From the dusty peaks of the Sierra Nevada to the rugged canyons of the Rockies,
the American West was once a wild frontier that attracted thousands of miners in
search of gold, silver, and other precious minerals. The mining boom of the mid-
19th century shaped the landscape and laid the foundation for the rapid
development of the region. However, beneath the glimmering surface of this
historical narrative lies a deep, often untold story about race and the role it played
in the mining industry during this transformative period.

The Gold Rush and its Aftermath

The discovery of gold in California in 1848 ignited a frenzy that brought
thousands of prospectors from around the world. Lured by the promise of quick
riches, men left their homes and families behind, embarking on treacherous
journeys across land and sea. The California Gold Rush forever altered the
course of the American West.

While the gold rush drew miners from diverse backgrounds, including Europeans,
Asians, and South Americans, the overwhelming majority were white Americans.
These early mining camps became fiercely competitive and racially divided, with
animosity often boiling over into violence. Chinese miners, in particular, faced
discrimination and were subjected to oppressive laws aimed at limiting their
participation in the mining industry.
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As gold became scarcer in California, prospectors began venturing further afield
into the Rocky Mountains, where new mining discoveries rekindled the hopes of
striking it rich. This period marked a pivotal moment in the development of the
American West, as large-scale mining operations took hold and mining towns
sprouted up like mushrooms after a rainstorm.

Racial Dynamics in Western Mining

During this era, the American West was still a frontier where the rule of law was
often absent or selectively enforced. Miners operated under a system known as
"claim jumping," where individuals would forcibly seize another miner's claim if
they believed it to be more lucrative. This ruthless pursuit of wealth was not
confined to the extraction of minerals; it extended to the treatment of individuals
based on their racial background.

While the majority of miners were white, African Americans also participated in
mining activities in the West. However, they faced racial discrimination and were
frequently relegated to menial jobs or denied access to more promising mining
areas. The pervasive stereotypes of the time often portrayed African Americans
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as less capable or intelligent than their white counterparts, further hindering their
opportunities for success in the mining industry.

Chinese immigrants faced even greater challenges in the overwhelmingly white
male-dominated mining camps. The influx of Chinese miners in the mid-19th
century led to anti-Chinese sentiment and the enforcement of discriminatory laws
that limited their work opportunities and subjected them to unjust taxation.

Native Americans, who had been living on the land for centuries before the arrival
of European settlers, were forcibly displaced or killed in the pursuit of valuable
mineral resources. The mining industry's impact on indigenous communities was
devastating, as their sacred sites and ancestral lands were desecrated and their
way of life disrupted.

Race and the mining landscape

The mining landscape of the American West during the 1840-1890 period
reflected the racial dynamics of the time. Mining camps were often segregated,
with different racial groups occupying distinct areas within a town. Chinese
miners, for example, were often forced to live on the outskirts of camps in
undesirable locations.

The physical environment itself also played a role in shaping the racial dynamics
of mining. Working conditions in mines were extremely dangerous, with frequent
accidents and health hazards. African American and Chinese miners were often
assigned the most perilous tasks, further increasing their risk of injury or death.

Despite the adversity they faced, non-white miners made significant contributions
to the mining industry in the American West. Chinese immigrants, in particular,
played a crucial role in developing and operating hydraulic mining techniques,
which significantly increased the efficiency of gold extraction.



Legacy and Reflection

The story of race in mining during the 1840-1890 period is a dark chapter in the
history of the American West. It highlights the systemic racism and discrimination
that shaped the region during a time of immense growth and transformation. The
mining landscape, while visually stunning, was marred by racial divisions and
inequities that have had lasting effects on the communities and descendants
affected.

As we reflect on this period, we must recognize the contributions and resilience of
the diverse individuals who participated in mining activities. By shedding light on
this untold story, we can foster a greater understanding of the complex history of
the American West and work towards a more inclusive and equitable future.
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Mercury and the Making of California, Andrew Johnston’s multidisciplinary
examination of the history and cultural landscapes of California’s mercury-mining
industry, raises mercury to its rightful place alongside gold and silver in the
development of the American West.
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Gold and silver could not be refined without mercury; therefore, its production and
use were vital to securing power and wealth in the West. The first industrialized
mining in California, mercury mining had its own particular organization, structure,
and built environments. These were formed within the Spanish Empire,
subsequently transformed by British imperial ambitions, and eventually
manipulated by American bankers and investors. In California mercury mining
also depended on a workforce differentiated by race and ethnicity. The
landscapes of work and camp and the relations among the many groups involved
in the industry—Mexicans, Chileans, Spanish, English, Irish, Cornish, American,
and Chinese—form a crucial chapter in the complex history of race and ethnicity
in the American West.

This pioneering study explicates the mutual structuring of the built environments
of the mercury-mining industry and the emergence of California’s ethnic
communities. Combining rich documentary sources with a close examination of
the existing physical landscape, Johnston explores both the detail of everyday
work and life in the mines and the larger economic and social structures in which
mercury mining was enmeshed, revealing the significance of mercury mining for
Western history.
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