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Compelling Question: How did Gold Rush women continue the cult of domesticity 
and how did they stretch or change it? 
Nineteenth-century American women were regulated by a social system known today as the cult 
of domesticity, which was designed to limit their sphere of influence to home and family, keeping 
them out of the public sphere. The Gold Rush created a unique environment far from the 
“civilized” east to attempt to recreate and challenge this idea of womanhood. In this inquiry, you 
will read and annotate the following secondary and primary documents. As you go, respond to 
the guiding questions. At the end, consider, how did Gold Rush women continue the cult of 
domesticity and how did they stretch or change it? 
 
Overview: Women of the Klondike Gold Rush 

Courageous women from all walks of life joined the Klondike Gold Rush of 1897-
1898. Some were poor, others were professional, many were wives who joined their 
husbands, and others came for adventure or out of desperation. 

When a San Francisco, California newspaper of 1897 reported – “Sacks of gold 
from mines of the Klondike,” gold fever swept the nation bringing hoards of both men 
and women into Alaska and the Yukon of Canada. 

Among the mix were miners, businesswomen, journalists, shopkeepers, cooks, 
nuns, entertainers, teachers, physicians, hotel proprietors, and the inevitable prostitutes 
that arrived in all of the early mining camps across the continent. These women faced no 
ordinary circumstances. 

Most stampeders, male or female, were not physically conditioned to the 
strenuous life that was required. Some died along the way, and others turned back. As 
dreams gave way to harsh realities, some women found themselves in situations they 
never imagined and turned to employment in the sex industry as their last option. 

The first woman of the Klondike Gold Rush was Shaaw Tláa, better known as 
Kate Carmack. She was a Tagish Indian woman married to George Carmack and was 
with the men when they made the first discovery of gold in Bonanza Creek in 1896. 

The next women to join the gold rush were prostitutes, who knew that the 
scarcity of females in the region would bring men to their doors. But, the 1890s was a 
decade of change in America and with a shift in social beliefs, many women joined the 
workforce, others got involved in women’s rights, suffragette, and alcohol temperance 
organizations; and about 1,500 women went up the White Pass or the Chilkoot Trail to 
join the many men of the Klondike Goldrush. 

Some of these included people such as Emma Kelly and Helen Dare who were 
journalists, Hannah S. Gould of New York and Mary W. Board of New Jersey led much-
publicized women’s expeditions; some such as Belinda Mulrooney and Martha Black 
Purdy made their money in the gold mining business; others such as Harriet Pullen and 
Mollie Walsh were entrepreneurs; and yet more, such as Nellie Cashman and Klondike 
Kate spent their time serving others. 

Often, these women faced even greater hardships than their male counterparts 
because society viewed them as second-class citizens. Yet they survived, triumphed, and 
even thrived due to the tenacious pursuit of their dreams or livelihoods. 

 
Weiser, Kathy Weiser. “Women of the Klondike Gold Rush.” Legends of America. June 2021. 

https://www.legendsofamerica.com/women-klondike-gold-rush/.  
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Document A: Catherine Haun 
Catherine Haun was young and newly married when she and a group of goldseekers headed west. 
She wrote this abbreviated account of her journey.  
 

Early in January of 1849 we first thought of emigrating to California… At that 
time the "gold fever" was contagious and few, old or young, escaped the malady. On the 
streets, in the fields, in the workshops and by the fireside, golden California was the 
chief topic of conversation. Who were going? How was best to "fix up" the "outfit"? 
What to take as food and clothing? Who would stay at home to care for the farm and 
womenfolks? Who would take wives and children along? Advice was handed out quite 
free of charge and often quite free of common sense. However, as two heads are better 
than one, all proffered ideas helped as a means to the end. The intended adventurers 
dilligently collected their belongings and after exchanging such articles as were not 
needed for others more suitable for the trip, begging, buying or borrowing what they 
could, with buoyant spirits started off. 

Some half dozen families of our neighborhood joined us and probably about 
twenty-five persons constituted our little band… Our caravan had a good many women 
and children and although we were probably longer on the journey owing to their 
presence—they exerted a good influence, as the men did not take such risks with 
Indians and thereby avoided conflict; were more alert about the care of the teams and 
seldom had accidents; more attention was paid to cleanliness and sanitation and, lastly 
but not of less importance, the meals were more regular and better cooked thus 
preventing much sickness and there was less waste of food… 

During the entire trip Indians were a source of anxiety, we being never sure of 
their friendship. Secret dread and alert watchfulness seemed always necessary… One 
night after we had retired, some sleeping in blankets upon the ground, some in tents, a 
few under the wagons and others in the wagons, Colonel Brophy gave the men a 
practice drill. It was impromptu and a surprise. He called: "Indians, Indians!" We were 
thrown into great confusion and excitement but he was gratified at the promptness and 
courage with which the men responded. Each immediately seized his gun and made 
ready for the attack. The women had been instructed to seek shelter in the wagons at 
such times of danger, but some screamed, others fainted, a few crawled under the 
wagons and those sleeping in wagons generally followed their husbands out and all of 
us were nearly paralized with fear. Fortunately, we never had occasion to put into actual 
use this maneuver, but the drill was quite reassuring and certainly we womenfolk 
would have acted braver had the alarm ever again been sounded… 

[O]ne day found a post with a cross board pointing to a branch road which 
seemed better than the one we were on. . . . We decided to take it but before many miles 
suddenly found ourselves in a desolate, rough country that proved to be the edge of the 
"Bad Lands" I shudder yet at the thought of the ugliness and danger of the territory… 

To add to the horrors of the surroundings one man was bitten on the ankle by a 
venemous snake. Although every available remidy was tried upon the wound, his limb 
had to be amputated with the aid of a common handsaw. Fortunately, for him, he had a 
good, brave wife along who helped and cheered him into health and usefulness; for it 
was not long before he found much that he could do and was not considered a burden, 
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although the woman had to do a man's work as they were alone. He was of a mechanical 
turn, and later on helped mend wagons, yokes and harness; and when the train was "on 
the move" sat in the wagon, gun by his side, and repaired boots and shoes. He was one 
of the most cheery members of the company and told good stories and sang at the 
campfire, putting to shame some of the able bodied who were given to complaining or 
selfishness… 

During the day we womenfolk visited from wagon to wagon or congenial friends 
spent an hour walking, ever westward, and talking over our home life back in "the 
states" telling of the loved ones left behind; voicing our hopes for the future in the far 
west and even whispering a little friendly gossip of emigrant life. 

High teas were not popular but tatting [intricate knotwork], knitting, crocheting, 
exchanging recipes for cooking beans or dried apples or swapping food for the sake of 
variety kept us in practice of feminine occupations and diversions. 

We did not keep late hours but when not too engrossed with fear of the red 
enemy [a racist phrase used by white people to describe Native peoples] or dread of 
impending danger we enjoyed the hour around the campfire. The menfolk lolling and 
smoking their pipes and guessing or maybe betting how many miles we had covered the 
day. We listened to readings, story telling, music and songs and the day often ended in 
laughter and merrymaking…  

Across this drear country I used to ride horseback several hours of the day which 
was a great relief from the continual jolting of even our spring wagon. I also walked a 
great deal and this lightened the wagon. One day I walked fourteen miles and was not 
very fatigued… 

The men seemed more tired and hungry than were the women. Our only death 
on the journey occurred in this desert. The Canadian woman, Mrs. Lamore, suddenly 
sickened [after childbirth] and died, leaving her two little girls and grief stricken 
husband. We halted a day to bury her and the infant that had lived but an hour, in this 
weird, lonely spot on God's footstool away apparently from everywhere and 
everybody… 

[W}e reached Sacramento on November 4, 1849, just six months and ten days 
after leaving Clinton, Iowa, we were all in pretty good condition…  

 
Haun, Catherine. "A Woman's Trip Across the Plains in 1849." From Lillian Schlissel, 

Women's Diaries of the Westward Journey. New York: Schocken Books, 1992. 166–85. 
 

1. What type of source is this? 
 
 

2. According to Haun, how did women contribute to the journey? 
 
 

3. According to Haun, how did these women continue the cult of domesticity and 
how did they stretch or change it?	  
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Document B: Luzena Stanley Wilson 
This excerpt comes from Luzena Stanley Wilson’s account of her family’s 1849 overland journey 
and life in early California as dictated to her daughter. 
 

At last we were near our journey's end. We had reached the summit of the Sierra, 
and had begun the tedious journey down the mountain side… The first man we met was 
about fifty miles above Sacramento… The sight of his white shirt, the first I had seen for 
four long months, revived in me the languishing spark of womanly vanity; and when he 
rode up to the wagon where I was standing, I felt embarrassed, drew down my ragged 
sun-bonnet over my sunburned face, and shrank from observation. My skirts were worn 
off in rags above my ankles; my sleeves hung in tatters above my elbows; my hands 
brown and hard, were gloveless; around my neck was tied a cotton square, torn from a 
discarded dress… and my husband and children and all the camp, were habited like 
myself in rags… 

My poor tired babies were asleep on the mattress in the bottom of the wagon, 
and I peered out into the gathering gloom, trying to catch a glimpse of our destination. 
The night before I had cooked my supper on the camp fire, as usual, when a hungry 
miner, attracted by the unusual sight of a woman, said to me, "I'll give you five dollars, 
ma'am, for them biscuit." It sounded like a fortune to me, and I looked at him to see if he 
meant it. And as I hesitated at such, to me, a very remarkable proposition, he repeated 
his offer to purchase, and said he would give ten dollars for bread made by a woman, 
and laid the shining gold piece in my hand… The next day when I looked for my 
treasure it was gone. The little box where I had put it rolled empty on the bottom of the 
wagon, and my coin lay hidden in the dust, miles back, up on the mountains. So we 
came, young, strong, healthy, hopeful, but penniless, into the new world… A wilderness 
of canvas tents glimmered in the firelight; the men cooked and ate, played cards, drank 
whisky, slept rolled in their blankets, fed their teams, talked, and swore all around; and 
a few, less occupied than their comrades, stared at me as at a strange creature, and 
roused my sleeping babies, and passed them from arm to arm to have a look at such a 
novelty as a child. 
 
Wilson, Luzena Stanley. Luzena Stanley Wilson, 49er: Her Memoirs as Taken Down by her 

Daughter in 1881. Mills College, Calif.,: Eucalyptus Press, 1937. 
 

1. What type of source is this? 
 
 

2. How does Wilson feel about her appearance at the end of the journey? Why? 
 
 

3. According to Wilson, how did Gold Rush women continue the cult of 
domesticity and how did they stretch or change it? Give examples from her 
experience. 
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Document C: Diary of Mrs. A C. Hunt 
Feel tired out. Could not make my work go off well at all and did not get 

through till late; stewed peaches, cooked beans and rice, made eight loaves of bread and 
Dutch cheese. Bertie very unwell with his teeth [?] and exceedingly fretful, [Written 
crosswise on page]: Bad news from the mountains, fire and Indians destroying mines. 

First Week of July. Cam and John have bought an eating house, will open next 
week. Have been very busy preparing fruit to make pies. 

I was homesick and could have cryed [sic], but Cam feels so sadly when I get 
discouraged that I try hard to be cheerful when he is about. He helps me all he can about 
my work, but there is much to do with so many boarders, and all being out of money we 
cannot get rid of them. Board is $12.00 per week here in advance and almost all lodge on 
the ground in the open air. 

I have made some $30.00 out of the butter and cheese smearcase [cottage cheese] 
I have made since we arrived, in fact have made all the money Cam and John have had, 
as their last copper was spent at Council Grove in Eastern Kansas, but the work made 
me sick and now I sell the milk at 10cts per quart and make $2.75 a day. My butter 
brought $1.00 per lb and balls of smearcase 40cts per doz. 

Second third and fourth weeks. Weary days of labor and pain. Have made 175 
loaves of bread and 450 pies. Taken all the care of the children and done all the house 
work but the washing. Ho hum[?] 

 
Hafen, LeRoy. “Diary of Mrs. A C. Hunt,” Colorado Magazine, 21 (September 1944): 
161-170. 

 
1. What type of source is this? 

 
 

2. How did Hunt contribute to her family's income? 
 
 
 

3. According to Hunt, how did Gold Rush women continue the cult of 
domesticity and how did they stretch or change it? 
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Document D: Gold Mountain Wives 
In China, folk songs sung by women reflected their longing for their husbands who left to seek 
their fortunes in California, which they referred to as “Gold Mountain.” This song reflects the 
pros and cons of marrying a gold miner.  
 

O, just marry all the daughters to men from Gold Mountain: 
All those trunks from Gold Mountain– you can demand as many as you want! 

 
O, don’t ever marry your daughter to men from Gold Mountain: 

Lonely and sad– a cooking pot is her only companion! 
 
Hom, Marlon K. “Gold Mountain Wives: Rhapsodies in Blue.”Chinese America: History and 

Perspectives. Berkeley: University of California, 1987. 46. 
 

1. What type of source is this? 
 

2. According to this song, was marrying a miner desirable? 
 
 

3. According to this song, how did the Gold Rush impact women across the 
ocean? 

 
 
 
Document E: Elisha Crosby, 1878 
Elisha Crosby was an early California pioneer, lawyer, politician, diplomat, and civil servant. He 
wrote autobiographical essays about his official life in early California, including his experience 
as a delegate at the constitutional convention that created the state, his time as a state senator 
from 1848 until 1852, and his work managing land claims by Spanish-speaking Californios. He 
wrote briefly about Ah Toy, the famous brothel owner in San Francisco. 
 
The first Chinese courtesan who came to San Francisco was Ah Toy. She arrived I think 
in 1850 and was a very handsome Chinese girl. She was quite select in her associates was 
liberally patronized by the white men and made a great amount of money. 
 

Crosby, Elisha. 1878. https://noelccilker.medium.com/the-strangely-alluring-ah-toy-
8bf70d8333ba.  

 
1. What type of source is this? 

 
2. What words does he use to describe Ah Toy? 

 
 

3. According to Crosby, was Ah Toy limited by her sex? 
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Document F:  Sing Kum 
Brothels offered women wealth and funds, but they often were exploitative and women were 
coerced into sexual slavery. This letter written by a Chinese girl who fled to a Christian Mission 
home in California after a life in sexual slavery describes her experience. 
 
Miss B,— 
You ask me to write about my life. I can not write very well, but will do the best I can. 
 
I was born in Sin Lam, China, seventeen years ago. My father was a weaver and my 
mother had small feet. I had a sister and brother younger than myself. My father was an 
industrious man, but we were very poor. My feet were never bound; I am thankful they 
were not. My father sold me when I was about seven years old; my mother cried. I was 
afraid, and ran under the bed to hide. My father came to see me once… He seemed very 
sad, and when he went away he gave me some cash and wished me prosperity. That 
was the last time I saw him. I was sold four times. I came to California about five years 
ago. My last mistress was very cruel to me. She used to whip me, pull my hair, and 
pinch the inside of my cheeks. A friend of mine told me about this place and that night I 
ran away… I was afraid my mistress was coming after me. I rang the bell twice, and 
when the door was opened I ran in quickly. I thank God that he led me to this place… 
 
Yours Truly, 
Sing Kum 
San Francisco January 4, 1876 
 
Kum, Sing. “Letter by a Chinese Girl (1876).” In Chinese American Voices: From the Gold Rush 

to the Present, edited by Judy Yung, Gordon H. Chang, and Him Mark Lai, 1st ed., 15–
16. University of California Press, 2006. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1525/j.ctt1pppwn.10.  

 
1. What type of source is this? 

 
 

2. How old was Sing when she came to California? 
 
 

3. According to Sing, were women free or rich during the Gold Rush? 
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Overall, were women free and rich during the Gold Rush? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


