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The Monkeys and Parrots of Gold Rush-era California
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Abstract As immigrant gold miners migrated en masse to San Francisco and northern California during the Gold Rush-era
(ca. 1849-1855), they experienced new animals. Stopping in ports throughout Central and South America, these argonauts
saw, felt, smelled, heard, and occasionally consumed, mammals, birds, reptiles, and many more creatures, which were
wholly exotic to those species found at home. Two types of animals that the Gold Rush populace encountered during this
era include parrots and monkeys. Although found throughout tropical environments in areas far distant from northern
California, these animals became quickly imported to San Francisco during the early 1850s. A wild, turbulent Gold Rush-era
helped facilitate the importation of these exotic animal types, both for comfort and entertainment, as they helped provide a
source of companionship for miners unaccustomed to the shock of 1850s northern California.
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Introduction

Animals experienced all of the trials and tribulations
of California’s Gold Rush. Whether it was local wild
game, domesticates, or exotic imported species, the
exploitative nature of San Francisco’s human
populace between 1849 and 1860 created enormous
demand for animals, their products, curiosities, and
entertainment. Primarily, this demand focused on
animals for food—a pattern supported by
archaeological evidence from the Gold Rush-era
(Conrad et al. 2015a)—but animals also filled several
other social niches. Domesticated cattle (Bos taurus),
pigs (Sus serofa) and sheep (Ovis aries) were dietary
staples (Soulé et al. 1854). Cats (Felis catus) and dogs
(Canis familiaris) were kept as pets and provided a
means to eradicate rats (Rattus sp.). Rats provided a
convenient source of societal-wide empathy; everyone
suffered from rats, everyone tried to kill rats. Local
oysters (Ostrea lurida) reminded immigrants from the
eastern United States of home, albeit not neatly as
delectable as those found from home itself (e,
Crassostrea virginica; Booker 2000). Hunting elk (Cervus
canadensis), deet (Odocotlens hemionns), birds, fish, and all
other wild creatures provided economy through the
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wild game market for those immigrants who failed to
find riches in the gold fields (Stine 1980). Galapagos
tortoises (Chelonoidis sp.) and sea turtles (e.g., Chelonia
mydas) provided a source of dietary relief and survival
from poor-quality foods kept and served on vessels
traveling long-distances to reach San Francisco, and
these same animals were also kept by miners as pets,
food, and entertainment (Conrad and Pastron 2014,
Conrad et al. 2018). For more entrepreneurial spirits,
Australian  imported kangaroos (Macropodidiae)
provided entertainment, and likely the occasional bite
to eat (Conrad 2017). Thousands of people who
migrated to San Francisco and northern California
during this era clearly experienced animals in new
ways, whether through food or otherwise, just as
these animals experienced humans, and environments,
in very new and shocking ways. One of these novel
Gold Rush-era experiences involves humans and the
animals they imported from Central America and
South America: parrots and monkeys.

A Gold Rush Menagerie
The bustling, tumultuous residents of early 1850s San
Francisco were undoubtedly shocked by the arrival of
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fifty patrots and five monkeys on the brigantine
Democrazia, 50 days direct from El Realejo, Nicaragua,
on March 15, 1853 (Anon 1853c). Understood in
context of the city’s dreary, wet, disorganized, and
hectic conditions during the Gold Rush, the vibrant
colors and loud vocalizations of parrots would likely
have drawn awe-struck crowds to the wharf.
Nicaragua has four parrot species that may have been
imported, including the scarlet macaw (Ara macao),
and all of these species have bright, colorful plumage.
During this same arrival, one of three Nicaraguan
primate (i.e., monkey) species arrived (or perhaps
individuals from several species), including either the
mantled howler (Abwatta  palliata), white-faced
capuchin (Cebus imitator), or Geoffroy’s spider monkey
(Ateles geofffroyi). 1t is not difficult to imagine that once
landed in San Francisco these monkeys likely inspired
fascination to the Gold Rush populace.

Although it is possible that portions of the
immigrant Gold Rush population were familiar with
these animals through travel across Central America
or South America en route to San Francisco (Delgado
1996), for most prospective miners they were animals
of fascination, perhaps only understood through
stories, drawings, or circuses from home. A large
portion of immigrant miners arrived from the eastern
United States, and this era was approximately two
decades prior to the establishment of what we know
today as formal zoos during the 1870s. Therefore, to a
large portion of the human population, parrots and
monkeys represented unknown, rare, exotic species
from far-away places, and yet they were now in San
Francisco. Certainly, this importation was for
amusement and menagerie. Their representation in
historical records supports this interpretation—and
suggests that parrots and monkeys likely arrived
before and after the Democrazia landed in Gold Rush-
era San Francisco.

For example, after a fire that swept through San
Francisco on June 22, 1851, an advertisement placed
in the Daily Alta California requested help finding a
lost “black Brazilian monkey” (Anon 1851b). It is
unclear if this monkey was the same owned by a
French immigrant named Jean Allesore, “who is
usually seen with a hand-organ and a monkey,” in San
Francisco (Anon 1851d). Or take the April 17, 1851,
fair at Lee’s Exchange in Sacramento, California,
where monkeys were displayed and it was noted that,
“Ih]e takes a good look at the monkey, and departs,
satisfied that he has got his money’s worth” (Anon
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1851a). At least one hand-organ, red-jacketed monkey
appears to be commonly referenced in San Francisco
during the Gold Rush (Anon 1852b, see 1852c and
1854¢ in Conrad 2021). One traveler reminisced
(Anon 1850b):

I happened to be seated, at the time,
in the bar-room of one of the hotels,
in conversation with a friend, when
the sounds of an instrument
associated with so many familiar
recollections fell like the strains of
some long forgotten, but cherished
voice upon my ears. I rushed out to
behold the adventurous Savoyard
who had traversed half the globe to
charm the savage natures of this wild
and lawless region with the dulcet
tones of his instrument... The dear
little automatons, that had excited
my wonder and admiration as a child,
were pirouetting, as of old, upon the
instrument, and the attendant
monkey clambering from post to
pillar, grinning his at the numberless
presents of fruit or biscuit that he
received... The melodious strains of
his instrument never failed to arouse
the enthusiasm of the homesick,
whilst the tricks of the monkey
served to amuse the leisure of the
rough miners who were incapable of
entering into the feelings inspired by
his music.

During the Gold Rush era, monkeys appear
continuously referenced as a form of pet or
entertainment. One individual sued another when her
pet monkey and fox were reportedly stolen in San
Joaquin, California (Anon 1852¢). An advertisement
for local “amusements” in San Francisco indicated the
presence of the “National Circus,” including “Jack
Robinson and his Monkey!” (Anon 1852f). A second
monkey was lost in June 1852 from the “Hotel
Francaise” with a request for return and reward in
local papers (Anon 1852g). By 1854, a “Professor”
traveled through northern California with his
“excruciating music of his harmonic establishment,
and the vagaries of his monkey” (Anon 1854a, see
1854e and 1854f in Conrad 2021). By late 1854,
northern  California newspapers described an
individual “parading about leading a horse attached to

21



@ ETHNOBIOLOGY LETTERS

Perspectives

a soda wagon, a diminutive monkey being perched on
the back of the animal” (Anon 1854h). Imported
primates clearly held a role in the social fabric of
California’s Gold Rush.

Parrots also appear in Gold Rush-era historic
records, but often in the context of pets lost or stolen.
These birds were treasured and valued. Numerous
advertisements published between 1850-1854 request
help and offer rewards for lost parrots. Descriptions
include, “a Parrot, with a red breast, wing and tail
clipped,” a “blueish grey parrot with a red tipped tail,”
a “beautiful green parrot with a red head,” a “small
bird, green color, with blue and yellow feathers on the
head, her wings tipped with red,” a “King Parrot, lead
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color, with pink breast,” and “[a] large Parrot or
Macaw, with red and yellow feathers,” among several
others (see Anon 1850a, 1850c, 1851c, 1852a, 1852h,
1852i, 1853b, 1853d, 1854b, 1854c, 1854d in Conrad
2021). In one case, the return of a “King Parrot” lost
on November 3, 1852, was offered a $20 reward — ten
days later this reward increased to $50 (see Anon
1852j and 1852k in Conrad 2021).

Later 19t century zooarchaeological-based
records from San Francisco also support the presence
of exotic parrots in northern California. In one
example, excavation of a privy context dating to the
1870s included the recovery of bones belonging to a
lilac-crowned parrot (Amazona finschi), likely kept as a

Figure 1 1856 drawing of the “Cobweb Palace” in San Francisco. Image courtesy of Lauren Menzies and The Society for Cali-

fornia Pioneers.
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pet (Praetzellis and Praetzellis 2009). A second
context dating to the 1870s—1880s also included the
bones of a blue cheeked amazon (Amazona
dufresniana), again, likely kept as a pet (William Self
Associates, Inc. 2019). Parrots provided a source of
companionship during this time.

Discussion

While written records and archaeological samples
enable a reconstruction of the relationship between
humans, parrots and monkeys in Gold Rush-era
California, a drawing published in 1856 showing the
“Cobweb Palace” in San Francisco helps visualize
these experiences (Figure 1). The Cobweb Palace was
constructed in 1855 and was described as, “famous in

its way as the old curiosity-shop of Chatles
Dickens,” (Anon 1892) suggesting that it is a location
where one might expect to find exotic animals during
this period. As the drawing depicts, a large crowd of
individuals stand outside the establishment in the
street along with two dogs, a large pig, a single,
elegant-looking parrot—possibly a scarlet macaw
based on the tail feather morphology—and six
monkeys, which appear to be both indifferent, and
equally terrorizing, to the crowd. Individuals appear
captivated by the monkeys and annoyed with their
antics.

For the parrots and monkeys imported from
Central and South America, or perhaps elsewhere (the
“King Parrot” may be an Australian king parrot

Table 1 A non-exhaustive list of animals imported into San Francisco and northern California during the Gold Rush era (see
Conrad 2021 for supplemental references). This list primarily focuses on wild-caught animals (e.g., not cattle, sheep/goats,
pigs, horses, chickens, and others). Numerous types of fish and other seafood were also imported during this period and are
not included here (see Conrad et al. 2021 for details). “?” indicates possible reason for use based on the historic record.

Animal

Origin

Use

Current Basis for Record  Reference

Galapagos tortoise

Galapagos Islands

Subsistence

Sea turtles Eastern Pacific Ocean Subsistence,
Entertainment?
Oysters Pacific Northwest and Subsistence
the Eastern United
States (Atlantic Ocean)
Kangaroos Australia Entertainment,
Subsistence?
Atlantic cod Atlantic Ocean Subsistence
Parrots Central/South America/ Entertainment,
Australia Pet
Monkeys Central/South America  Entertainment,
Pet
Seashells Pacific Ocean (and pos- Keepsake, Gift?
sibly elsewhere)
Grizzly bear Oregon Unknown
"tame" deer Central America Unknown
Canary birds East Asia (Hong Kong) Unknown
Swedish leeches Sweden (and else- Medicinal

where in Europe)

Archaeological/Historical  Conrad and Pastron 2014;
Conrad and Gibbs 2020;
Conrad et al. 2015a
Archaeological/Historical  Conrad and Pastron 2014;

Conrad et al. 2018;
Conrad et al. 2015a

Archaeological/Historical  Booker 2006; Conrad et al.

2015b

Historical Conrad 2017

Conrad et al. 2021
This study

Archaeological/Historical
Archaeological/Historical
Historical This study

Archaeological/Historical  Conrad et al. 2015a

Historical Anon 1852d (see also Ken-
nedy et al. 2018)

Historical Anon 1853a

Historical Anon 1853a

Historical Anon 1856
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[Alisterus scapularis]), arrival in San Francisco during
the Gold Rush era was likely shocking and undesired,
but for their human captors this translocation was an
exciting necessity. Whether captive as pets, or for
economic  prosperity, Gold Rush immigrants
exploited these animals and relied on their interaction.
Historic and archaeological records support this type
of human-animal relationship during the 1850s in
northern California, given evidence supporting the
importation and exploitation of a variety of non-
native species for food or otherwise. In many ways,
the long-distance voyages required to arrive in San
Francisco and the gold fields, the unfamiliar food,
sights, smells, and weather, the lack of family, and the
lack of an established social network, suggest that the
Gold Rush populace relied on animals—regardless of

type—for their bond and companionship (e.g.,
Spencer et al. 2006). Animals filled a void created by
the often-overwhelming experience of the Gold Rush
era, and it was the exoticness of this time that enabled
the exoticization of these human-animal interactions.

Evidence from the eastern United States also
supports this record. For example, zooarchaeological
analysis of bird skeletal remains from a privy at the
Heyward-Washington House in Charleston, South
Carolina, confirmed the presence of a blue-fronted or
turquoise-fronted amazon parrot (Amazona aestiva)
dating to the early 19t century (Zierden et al. 2019).
Charleston, like San Francisco during and after the
Gold Rush (Delgado 2009), was a seaport city and
global center of commerce. International connections
established by trade and mercantile activities brought

Figure 2 A late-19" or earIy-20th century photograph of the “Cobweb Palace” in San Francisco. Courtesy of Christina Moretta

and the San Francisco History Center, San Francisco Public Library.
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exotic goods to these locations, and exotic animals
quickly became entangled with this trade (see Grier
20006). Animals, pets or otherwise, were viewed as
prestige items and commodities within these contexts.

It is thus not surprising that Gold Rush
immigrants managed to import such non-native and
unfamiliar animals into northern California (Table 1).
And, while the modern ‘wild” parrots of San Francisco
(Bittner 2007) almost certainly do not relate in any
way to these imported Gold Rush birds, the long-term
record of exotic animals present in northern
California speaks to the social structure created by,
and evolved from, these human-animal relationships
established during the Gold Rush era (Figure 2). Later
19t century importation of bear paws from
southwestern Canada into the San Francisco Bay area
is an excellent example of the long-term continuation
of these processes (Kennedy et al. 2018).

Monkeys and parrots now join kangaroos,
Galapagos tortoises, sea turtles, oysters, and likely
several other animals that lived, witnessed, and
experienced this significant time in California’s
history.
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