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ABSTRACT 

The San Francisco Gold Rush yielded an unusually intense and fast-moving 

convergence, within a relatively small geographical space, of an immensely diverse 

population. Each new arrival brought new social, cultural, political, religious, and 

musical influences, which in turn yielded complex, rich, and multi-valent experiences and 

perceptions. Such immersions coalesced into a uniquely San Franciscan experience—a 

quintessentially local story, in a town within which experience was quintessentially 

transient. 

This project develops a geospatial picture of musical exchange in San Francisco 

in the 1850s, focusing on nodes of high activity within specific neighborhoods, especially 

an area near the waterfront known as Portsmouth Square, and within a particular type of 

venue, called a melodeon, which came to thrive in that space. Employing a 

multidisciplinary methodology for analyzing music making in an urban context, this 

dissertation argues for an understanding of popular amusements in San Francisco as 

representative of changing perceptions and presentations of whiteness and working-class 

expression. Such perceptions are contrasted to the efforts of so-called “legitimate” 

theatres, and in turn are demonstrated to represent the beginnings of an organically 

developed and localized tradition, as exemplified by the specifics of the variety shows on 

the melodeon stages. 

With the aid of theoretical models developed in urban studies, my work attempts 

to synthesize large-scale data, such as major historical, economic, and geographic events, 

and interweave these with more nuanced first-person accounts, much gathered through 
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my own archival work. Thus, my emphasis has centered on the physical experiences of 

individuals moving through an urban environment—what might be understood as a 

“history of perceptions of the City.” Rather than isolating or merely chronicling the 

musical history of the City, my project situates musical life (specifically that of so-called 

“low” and working-class amusements), within a series of parallel transformations, as 

revealed through historical, cultural, economic, and geographic urban change. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Samuel Dickson begins his 1957 book, Tales of San Francisco, by comparing the 

early years of the Gold Rush (1849–1852) to a kaleidoscope.1 This is an especially useful 

analogy for understanding the radical shifts which bombarded the fledgling town in its 

early years. Between 1849 and 1851, for example, the City was ravaged by a series of 

devasting fires. The “Great Fire” of May 3–4, 1851, was especially significant for the 

study of San Francisco musical history because it destroyed all the existing theatre 

buildings.2 With each conflagration, and each subsequent rebuilding effort, the physical 

appearance of the City was transformed. For example, while visiting California at the 

behest of Horace Greely, editor of the New York Tribune, Bayard Taylor recalled a prior 

visit to San Francisco in 1849, then leaving for a three-week sojourn to Southern 

California, and finding the City unrecognizable when he returned.3 Changes in physical 

appearance were equaled by radical shifts in demographic makeup. Each new steamship 

brought in settlers from all corners of the world, and like that kaleidoscope, the City 

changed and changed again as each group left a unique stamp. The rapidity of 

demographic transformation is well-illustrated in the words of Cornel Adam Lengyel 

 
1 Samuel Dickson, Tales of San Francisco: Comprising San Francisco is your Home, San Francisco 

Kaleidoscope, and The Streets of San Francisco (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1957), 1.  
2 Misha Berson, "The San Francisco Stage Part I: From Gold Rush to Golden Spike, 1849–1869," San 

Francisco Performing Arts Library & Museum Journal, no. 2 (Fall 1989): 28.  
3 Malcolm E. Barker, San Francisco Memoirs, 1835–1851: Eyewitness Accounts of the Birth of a City (San 

Francisco: Londonborn Publications, 1994), 178. 
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(who oversaw and edited the massive WPA History of Music in San Francisco Series), 

“Here was no community growing slowly and patiently into coherence. It was a thing of 

instantaneous birth with every beauty and every ugliness that normally takes time to 

achieve.”4  

San Francisco was a complex city where traditional demographic and social 

structures were eroded and transformed. The City was a peninsula, isolated by land and 

sea from the rest of the world, and housing “a dislocated and anonymous urban 

population.”5 George Martin referred to this as a unique spirit in his 1993, Verdi at the 

Golden Gate: "San Francisco was not like other cities… The city, nurtured by greed, was 

crude, savage, corrupt. Yet, perched on the rim of the world, it was also wholly new, 

unfettered by traditions, class distinctions, or received opinions."6 The volatile mixture of 

greed, gambling, violence, and corruption has been well-documented, as has the unique 

mixing of social classes, especially in the gambling halls and saloons of the early Gold 

Rush years. An analogous layer of this unique dynamic spirit can be found in the mixing 

and exchange of musical and theatrical traditions, specifically in the so-called “low art” 

entertainment venues. 

Just like the town itself, the musical tastes of the community were quite diverse, 

though distinctions of high and low art quickly emerged. This is illustrated particularly 

well in an 1854 article in Pioneer Magazine which insisted, “the noisy people do not 

 
4 Works Progress Administration, Northern California, San Francisco, History of Music in San Francisco 

Series, vol. 1, Music of the Gold Rush, ed. Cornell Lengyel (San Francisco: Works Progress 

Administration, 1939), 23. 
5 Amy K. DeFalco Lippert, Consuming Identities: Visual Culture in Nineteenth-Century San Francisco 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2018), 5.  
6 George Martin, Verdi at the Golden Gate: Opera and San Francisco in the Gold Rush Years (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1993), 5. 
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represent the musical taste of the community. Those who love music here, good music, 

cultivated music, those who can appreciate a great artiste, are the same class here that 

they are elsewhere: the educated, the cultivated, the refined.”7 Words like cultivate and 

elevate were commonly employed to describe the aesthetic aspirations of the earliest 

musical endeavors. In 1857, the Daily Alta California wrote that the members of the 

newly founded San Francisco Harmonic Society “have been simply devoting their time 

and accomplishments to enhance the art in the estimation of the music-loving public, and 

to cultivate a correct and classical taste for the more arduous and elevated efforts of the 

masters.”8 This mindset is echoed in the 1858 mission statement of a German singing 

society which states: “The object of this society is to maintain liberal political and 

religious principles, to encourage morality, to improve health and to cultivate music.”9 It 

is perhaps not surprising then that Gilbert’s Melodeon, a venue in which variety and low 

forms of entertainment were regularly performed, would choose to market to itself as 

“freedom from constrained etiquette.”10  

At the same time, the class stratification of high and low art mediums was 

reflected in the geographical distribution of the venues themselves. In a nascent 

boomtown in which gold dust was so expendable it was literally swept up and thrown in 

 
7 Pioneer Magazine, April 1850, 24.  
8 Ellen Olson George, “Singing in San Francisco: Cultivating Choral Music from the Gold Rush to the 

1906 Earthquake” (PhD Diss., Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, Fort Worth, TX, 2013), 44. 
9 This was the mission statement of the German Turn Verein, one of many organizations dedicated to 

sacred singing. It was originally printed in the 1858 City Directory. Reprinted from George, 24. 
10 Herbert Asbury, The Barbary Coast: An Informal History of the San Francisco Underworld (New York: 

A. A. Knopf, 1933), 125. 
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the trash, crime quickly surfaced.11 Violence was especially prevalent in the early years 

and one neighborhood emerged as the most treacherous. An area which came to be 

known as the Barbary Coast (a term which appears in newspapers by the early 1870s), the 

nine-block radius nestled between the waterfront and Portsmouth Square became an 

epicenter of gambling, prostitution, and gang violence. In describing this underworld, 

Herbert Asbury wrote “owing almost entirely to the influx of gold-seekers and the horde 

of gamblers, thieves, harlots, politicians and other felonious parasites who battened upon 

them, there arose a unique criminal district that for almost seventy years was the scene of 

more viciousness and depravity, but at the same time possessed more glamour, than any 

other area of vice and iniquity on the American continent.”12 One particular type of 

venue, known as a melodeon (a name based on the portable reed organs which often 

provided musical backdrop), thrived in this environment and became associated with the 

Barbary Coast. While a fair amount of musicological writings have addressed some of the 

higher art traditions in Gold Rush San Francisco, my work instead focuses on what T. A. 

Barry and B. A. Patten once referred to as the "trashy music" being played in the 

gambling halls, and eventually on the stages of the melodeons.13  

 

 

 
11 One story recalled by John Henry Brown tells the tale of a barman at the City Hotel who saved his trash 

and after a period of two weeks he washed it and found $200 worth of gold dust. Story was printed in 

Barker, San Francisco Memoirs, 143. 
12 Asbury, Barbary Coast, 2. 
13 Martin, Verdi at the Golden Gate, xvii; T. A. Barry and B. A. Patten, Men and Memories of San 

Francisco in the Spring of ’50 (San Francisco: 1873), 262; The literature review provides a detailed 

account of the existing secondary music scholarship relating to Gold Rush San Francisco.  
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Justification and Thesis Statement 

This dissertation develops a geospatial picture of San Francisco in the 1850s, 

focusing on nodes of musical exchange in different neighborhoods, and especially 

focusing upon the melodeons of the Barbary Coast. Featuring diverse programs which 

included theatre, comedy, dance, and music, these venues were harbingers for the variety, 

vaudeville, and burlesque shows which would dominate American entertainment in the 

second half of the century. Employing a multidisciplinary methodology for analyzing 

music making in an urban context, this dissertation argues for an understanding of 

popular amusements in San Francisco as representative of changing perceptions and 

presentations of whiteness and working-class expression. Such perceptions are contrasted 

to the efforts of so-called “legitimate” theatres, and in turn are demonstrated to be the 

beginnings of an organically developing and localized tradition, exemplified by the 

variety shows on a melodeon stage. My work is centered on a specific geographic space 

and the musical interactions which occurred within it, supplemented by investigation of a 

series of first-hand archival recollections of such interactions. As such, rather than 

understanding this document as a musical history of San Francisco, it might more 

precisely be described as a history of musical perceptions and representations within a 

city at a certain historical moment.   

My research seeks to answer the following questions: (1) in what ways were the 

unique circumstances relating to the Gold Rush manifested in musical expression and 

how did such expression differ between popular and “legitimate” efforts? (2) How did 

music-making change over time within a specific geographic space (Portsmouth Square) 
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as the physical landscape, property values, demographics, pedestrian traffic, and business 

interactions shifted? (3) In what ways did these circumstances play a role in the extreme 

popularity of the melodeons by the end of the decade? (4) Is there more primary source 

information on the melodeons, revealed through archival work, than perhaps previously 

thought? (5) What attributes of melodeon performances can be thought of as distinctively 

San Franciscan musical traditions?        

 My reconstruction contrasts the world of the melodeons with other well-

documented venues and repertoire, such as theatres and churches, early opera 

performances, sacred concerts, and the incorporation of the San Francisco Philharmonic 

(1852) and the Handel and Haydn Society (1861). The chaotic violence which made the 

Barbary Coast famous has been well-documented, as has the success of its gambling halls 

and eventually the melodeons, but such studies are dominated by scholars with a 

historical or theatrical emphasis, and provide very little on the musical aspects of these 

experiences. On the other hand, scholarship published from a musicological perspective 

has emphasized instead the City’s high art forms and venues. 

In contrast, this dissertation creates a more complete picture of working-class 

musical activity and exchange within the City. The project’s focus spans the years 1849–

1869, with a primary emphasis on the years 1856–1863, when certain halls assumed the 

name “melodeon” in response to legal attempts to regulate gambling. While the majority 

of my work concentrates on the 1850s, I have slightly expanded the terminus ad quem to 

1869, in order to encompass the completion of the transcontinental railroad, considered a 

watershed and symbolic of the fact that San Francisco would no longer be the isolated 

urban outpost of the early Gold Rush years. My geographic focus centers on the city itself 
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and only rarely ventures into outlying cities and the various mining towns, because my 

primary emphasis is the historical rise of popular entertainments within a particular urban 

space and moment. It should also be noted that while the document does allude to the 

many multicultural influences present on the San Francisco stage, a detailed discussion 

on the development of those other contemporaneous idioms (for example, Chinese opera 

is absent) due to the constraints of space, and because my primary goal is a tight focus on 

melodeons and activity centralized near Portsmouth Square.        

 

Literature Review 

The Gold Rush story has continued to remain a popular subject in the American 

imagination and as such, new books from both academic and non-academic perspectives 

continue to be published. As recent as a February of this year, Carolyn Grattin Eichin’s 

From San Francisco Eastward: Victorian Theatre in the American West offers an 

example of such a work, published from a theatre criticism perspective.14 Much of the 

recently published secondary literature relies on early documents and often takes the form 

of compilations, with commentary, of the various streams of data. One recent example is 

the aforementioned 2018 book Consuming Identities: Visual Culture in Nineteenth-

Century San Francisco by Amy Lippert, an expansion on her 2009 dissertation of the 

same title. Lippert examines daguerreotypes and other visual mediums from the period 

and usefully complicates earlier approaches, which saw “images as self-explanatory 

 
14 Carolyn Grattin Eichin, From San Francisco Eastward: Victorian Theatre in the American West (Reno, 

NV: University of Nevada Press, 2020). 
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illustrations,” and she “instead [argues for] examinin[g] those images as largely 

overlooked, primary source evidence.”15 This iconographic approach has been especially 

helpful for my own work, as Lippert has chronicled and discussed some images 

associated with theatres and more broadly with the Barbary Coast. Other secondary 

sources, such as John Richard Stephens’ 2014 book, Gold: Firsthand Accounts of the 

Rush that Made the West, include compilations of other forms of data such as letters and 

journals.16    

The most recent large-scale musicological study on San Francisco is a 2013 

dissertation by Ellen Olsen George titled, “Singing in San Francisco: Cultivating Choral 

Music from the Gold Rush to the 1906 Earthquake.” The stated goal of her work is to 

“document[s] the growth, decline, and continual renewal of choral groups in San 

Francisco until the 1906 earthquake.”17 By examining mission statements, George shows 

how these groups sought to elevate public tastes in San Francisco by performing so-

called “cultivated” music in the churches and theatres, a goal which in turn led to the 

1852 incorporation by George Loder of the San Francisco Philharmonic Society, the San 

Francisco Harmonic society in 1857, and the creation of the Haydn and Handel Society in 

1861.18 A clear allusion to highbrow traditions back east, these groups consisted of 

primarily German musicians who practiced Protestant faith and performed repertoire 

rooted in the Western classics.  

 
15 Lippert, Consuming Identities, 1.  
16 John Richard Stephens, Gold: Firsthand Accounts from the Rush That Made the West (Guilford, 

Connecticut: Globe Pequot Press, 2014); The earlier cited book by Malcolm E. Barker, San Francisco 

Memoirs, 1835–1851 and a sequel published in 1996 titled More San Francisco Memoirs, 1852–1868, are 

also extremely valuable collections of this variety.  
17 George, “Singing in San Francisco,” 13. 
18 Ibid., 36. 
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George Martin’s 1993 book, Verdi at the Golden Gate, is arguably the most 

extensive published account of this period written from a musicological background and 

will be discussed further in the methodology section. In addition to the works by Martin 

and Ellen Olsen George, Leta E. Miller’s Music and Politics in San Francisco: From the 

1906 Quake to the Second World War offers yet another recent example of a large-scale 

published work on musical activity in San Francisco, but the work is primarily centered 

on early-twentieth-century subjects and only peripherally addresses my period.19  

American musical scholarship on Gold Rush San Francisco tends to fall into three 

categories: (1) major works, like those of George Martin, Ellen Olsen George, and Leta 

E. Miller, (2) works which chronicle the career paths of touring artists who performed in 

San Francisco (such as Louis Moreau Gottschalk, Henri Herz, and Anna Bishop), or (3) 

broader histories on American music which peripherally touch on San Francisco. Some 

examples of the second group include R. Allen Lott’s From Paris to Peoria: How 

European Piano Virtuosos Brought Classical Music to the American Heartland, which 

chronicles the touring careers of three virtuoso pianists, including Henri Herz, and 

discusses San Francisco in relation to his 1850 visit; Katherine Preston’s Opera on the 

Road: Traveling Opera Troupes in the United States, 1825–1860, which discusses the 

careers of opera stars like Anna Thillon and Anna Bishop in relation to their 

performances in San Francisco; and S. Frederick Starr’s biography on Gottschalk, which 

dedicates a chapter to his 1865 San Francisco concerts and subsequent scandal.20 There 

 
19 Leta E. Miller, Music and Politics in San Francisco: From the 1906 Quake to the Second World War 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011). 
20 R. Allen Lott, From Paris to Peoria: How European Piano Virtuosos Brought Classical Music to the 

American Heartland (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), 95–105; Katherine Preston, Opera on the 
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are several examples of the third category, but a useful sample can be found in Richard 

Crawford’s America’s Musical Life: A History, which includes a sub-section titled 

“Opera in New Orleans and San Francisco.” 21 Though a useful snapshot of the major 

theatres and key moments in San Francisco’s musical development, the work does not 

engage with popular amusements or the melodeons. Though only a sampling of 

contemporary secondary sources, the works of scholars like Martin, George, Miller, Lott, 

Preston, Starr, and Crawford reveal there is a need for a greater amount of scholarship to 

be conducted on popular forms of music from the period.         

There have been several historical accounts written about the growth of the City. 

In 1855 Frank Soulé, John H. Gihon, and James Nisbet published the Annals of San 

Francisco, one of the first documents to attempt to chart the entire history of San 

Francisco.22 Although sometimes criticized for its romanticized portrayal, the work offers 

an interesting peak into the window of Gold Rush thinking.23 It was however not until the 

1880s when Hubert Howe Bancroft published his massive seven volume History of 

California that a more complete historical account would emerge.24  

 
Road: Traveling Opera Troupes in the United States, 1825–1860 (Urbana and Chicago: University of 

Illinois Press, 2001), 214–57; S. Frederick Starr, Louis Moreau Gottschalk (Urbana and Chicago: 

University of Illinois Press, 2000), 368–84; Douglas Shadle’s Orchestrating the Nation: The Nineteenth-

Century American Symphonic Enterprise (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015) also discusses San 

Francisco in the context of Gottschalk scandal (137–58). 
21 Richard Crawford, America’s Musical Life: A History (New York: Norton & Company, 2005), 190–95; 

Other works like H. Wiley Hitchcock’s Music in the United States and Charles Hamm’s Music in the New 

World also discuss San Francisco, though primarily in a twentieth-century context.  
22 Frank Soulé, John H. Gihon, and James Nisbet, The Annals of San Francisco (New York: D. Appleton, 

1855). 
23 As early as 1881, William F. White criticized the work for not including the “sort of pioneers the 

writings of Annals somehow never saw.” (Reprinted from Barker, San Francisco Memoirs, 154). This is a 

criticism that would continue to be held due to the works privileging of perspectives from white, English-

speaking, and wealthy perspectives.    
24 Hubert Howe Bancroft, The Works of Hubert Bancroft, vol. 18–24 (San Francisco: A. L. Bancroft & Co., 

1882–1890).    
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Perhaps most central to my project is an academic undertaking funded by the 

Federal Writer’s Project, beginning in 1939, which yielded a multi-volume collection on 

San Francisco’s theatrical history, as well as the History of Music in San Francisco, 

edited by Cornell A. Lengyel and published between 1939–42. Their work relied heavily 

on advertisements and reviews from period newspapers and periodicals. Upon 

publication, the synthesis of this data provided a useful reference tool for contemporary 

scholars and shortly thereafter two important books were published: The Theatre of the 

Golden Era by George MacMinn in 1941 and The San Francisco Stage by Edmund 

Gagey in 1950. These works are pivotal to our current understanding of San Francisco’s 

theatre history and are frequently cited in the secondary literature.            

In this short literature survey, I have tried to supply accounts the types of 

secondary materials which have informed my work, though certain works have been left 

off due to space. It should be noted, however, that contributions from prominent authors 

such as Kevin Starr, Misha Berson, Gary Kurutz, Lois Foster Rodecape, Malcolm Barker, 

and many others, have likewise been consulted for this project.25 

 

Methodology and Materials 

When outlining the goals of his book, Martin wrote, “I have attempted to combine 

in a single account musical, social, and theatrical histories that more often are treated 

separately."26 My project takes a similar approach, with one key difference being the 

 
25 See bibliography for a full list of these authors and sources. 
26 Martin, Verdi at the Golden Gate, xix.  
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particular types of content I explore. While Martin clearly articulates the goal of 

“writ[ing] a history of opera in a particular place and time, San Francisco during the Gold 

Rush years, concentrating the events around the works of a particular composer, Verdi,” 

the scope of my project is centered on the development of the melodeons and repertoire 

which might have historically been construed as low art.27  

A particularly useful theoretical framework has come from historical urban 

studies. In 2010, William Bowen (et al.) addressed the difficulty in defining a unifying 

thread in the field (absent the use of the umbrella term “urban”) and in a data-driven 

survey generically categorized a series of the most common sub-fields: (1) Urban 

Sociology, (2) Urban Geography, (3) Urban Economics, (4) Housing and Neighborhood 

Development, (5) Environmental Studies, (6) Urban Governance, Politics and 

Administration, and (7) Urban Planning, Design, and Architecture.28 His paper argues for 

a multidisciplinary approach to the discipline which at a given moment may draw from 

any combination of these sub-fields in effort to solve a specific problem.29 

Since the New Musicology movement of the 1980s and ‘90s, American 

musicologists have been increasingly aware and sensitive to the need of situating musical 

performances within sociological and cultural histories.30 Many of the fields associated 

 
27 Martin, Verdi at the Golden Gate, xvii. 
28 William M. Bowen, Ronnie A. Dunn, and David O. Kasdan, “What is ‘Urban Studies’? Context, Internal 

Structure, and Content,” Journal of Urban Affairs 32, no 1 (2010): 199–227. 
29 He uses the following scenario as an example: “The knowledge to help solve or ameliorate housing-

related problems comes partially from sociology, partially from geography, partially from economics, and 

partially from several other academic disciplines” (Bowen, 200). 
30 For a brief history on the origin of the term “New Musicology” see Lawrence Kramer, “Musicology and 

Meaning,” The Musical Times 144, no 1883 (Summer 2003): 6–12. This is not to say that urban studies 

bears a direct correlation with New Musicology. In fact, European musicologists were employing methods 

relating to urban studies prior to the American movement. Instead, I am simply making the case that the 

many intersecting fields relating to urban studies, whether credited to the discipline or not, have been 
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with urban studies have in fact already been utilized in musicological inquiries, though 

not always directly citing urban studies as a model. Bowen’s web of sub-fields omits any 

mention of musical activity, yet an argument can be made that each of the above fields 

directly intersects with music-making in an urban context. I would therefore contend that, 

especially in historical cases where physical geography and segregation often created 

cultural overlap and musical exchange, the use of methods and sources addressing 

problems in urban studies can add another useful tool in the study of nineteenth-century 

American music.         

The particular “problem” has traditionally been the preoccupation of urban 

studies. Early efforts focused on beautification projects, transportation, housing, clean 

water, and several other issues. By the late 1960s, sparked by Theodore Hershberg and 

the Philadelphia Social History Project (PSHP), the term “New Urban History” began to 

circulate as scholars engaged with data-driven quantitative historical models. Hershberg 

pushed-back on the practice of “urban biographies,” which simply chronicled the 

development of a city, and instead introduced two new concepts for understanding larger 

developmental trends: urban as site and urban as process.31 This correlation between 

space and process is one which has endured. More recent studies have thus argued for 

transdisciplinary approaches which address the need to better understand the relationship 

between people and urban space. For example, Thierry Ramadier wrote in 2004 of the 

need to address contradictory theoretical models in a Nature/Culture dichotomy. He 

 
increasingly present in American musicological studies as a result of attempts to situate work within 

sociological and cultural histories.    
31 Theodore Hershberg, “The New Urban History: Toward an Interdisciplinary History of the City,” 

Journal of Urban History 5, no 1 (November 1978): 3–40. 
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suggests the first deals with physical space and urban geography, while the latter 

addresses a more abstract and experiential construct. He critiques most traditional urban 

studies for only addressing one aspect of the dichotomy and suggests a greater synthesis 

of the two is needed to more completely understand urban development.32  

While most studies from this field are forward focused in their attempts to address 

current problems, the data they produce can lead to new interpretations on historical 

topics. For example, in 1997 the California Department of Transportation commissioned 

an Archaeological Research Design and Treatment Plan for the SF-80 Bayshore Viaduct 

Seismic Retrofit Projects.33 The primary purpose of the study was to demonstrate 

compliance with the National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA) prior to beginning road 

construction, but the study also addressed a practical problem: concerns over the 

sturdiness of a particular plot of land and its ability to withstand the heavy-trafficking 

brought on by the proposed SF-80 freeway. The level of research contained in this 317-

page report is immense and detailed. It includes primary evidence dating to the 1850s 

regarding nearly every known civil engineering project, such as leveling hills, filling in 

coves and waterways, building of roads, and burying buildings, ships, and other 

structures. When conducting a project such as my own which combines experiential and 

spatial considerations, it is important to realize that the physical landscape of San 

Francisco looked completely different over a five-year span. Entire hills were leveled, 

 
32 Thierry Ramadier, “Transdisciplinary and its Challenges: The Case of Urban Studies,” Futures 36 

(2004): 423–439.   
33 Jack McIlroy, Mary Praetzellis, Nancy Olmsted, and Roger Wolcott Olmsted, Vanished community: 

19th-century San Francisco neighborhoods: from Fourth Street to Mission Creek and beyond: 

archaeological research design and treatment plan for the SF-80 Bayshore viaduct seismic retrofit projects 

in the city and county of San Francisco (Rohnert Park, CA: Anthropological Studies Center, Sonoma State 

University Academic Foundation), 1997.  
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and shorelines expanded, and each shift directly impacted the urban grid, the 

development of neighborhoods, and the rapidly shifting real estate values—all of which 

in turn impacted the spaces in which music-making occurred.             

Finally, to better understand the relationship between theatres, housing, 

neighborhoods, and the urban grid, I have employed digital history techniques, creating a 

series of digital map overlays in Google Earth Pro. When the compilers of the Federal 

Theatre Project concluded Vol. XV of their San Francisco Theatre Research in 1940, they 

included a series of handwritten maps, showing on a grid where the theatres were erected 

and what year they were built. George Martin utilized these maps in his own book in 

1993 and included them as an appendix.34 With the significant technological advances of 

the last decade and the emergence of digital humanities, these older tools can and should 

be reimagined and complimented with significantly larger volumes of data.  

Like the WPA maps, my digital map includes information on where and when 

each theatre was built. But unlike the hand-drawn grids, the overlay offers three historic 

maps with a fader that adjusts opacity within the current Google Earth grid of San 

Francisco. This means, for example, that the location of a theatre built in 1850 can be 

seen on the grid of a map from 1853 or 1864, or its original site overlaid upon a current 

map. Additional filters include information such as city wards and neighborhood 

parameters, taken from period sources. Beyond this, I have included detailed and succinct 

information for each theatre, which can be accessed with a click on the icon. These 

include any existing photographs or etchings of the buildings, images of playbills, a short 

 
34 Estevan, Theatre Buildings, 15:240–246; Martin, Verdi at the Golden Gate, “Appendix B: Chief Theatres 

for Opera in San Francisco, 1851–1860,” 228–232. 
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paragraph outlining when the theatre opened and closed, and names of proprietors, plus 

any other relevant details.35     

All the theoretical and data-driven information has then been supplemented with 

detailed primary source material.36 Because the West Coast Argonauts (a title the 

traveling Forty-Niners gave themselves, inspired by the heroes of Greek mythology) felt 

the need to meticulously chronicle their journeys, a great deal of primary source data 

exists from this period in the forms of published and unpublished journals, diaries, letters, 

and visual representation. Many of these documents were later published and marketed to 

audiences back east who were eager to read of adventures in the newly acquired state. 

One possible reason for this preservationist urge is posited by the Englishman Frank 

Marryat who recalled in his 1855 memoirs, "in this age, when so many of our 

countrymen are emigrating, it becomes almost the duty of a traveler to recount any 

experience that may tend to the benefit of those who go after him."37 Marryat is just one 

of many examples of California travelers who were able to capitalize on their experiences 

by publishing their accounts.38 The primary source material in this dissertation is thus 

heavily indebted to a handful of these forms of sources, of which I will briefly highlight 

two that have significantly informed my research. 

 
35 It is my hope to make these items open source in the near future so other researchers might benefit from 

them.  
36 This addresses the second component of Ramadier’s Nature/Culture dichotomy. 
37 Frank Marryat, Mountains and Molehills; Or, Recollections of a Burnt Journal (New York: Harper and 

Bros., 1855); Reprinted from Barker, San Francisco Memoirs, 175.   
38 Some select other examples include: T. A. Barry and B. A. Patten, Men and Memories of San Francisco 

in the Spring of ’50 (San Francisco: 1873); William Shaw, Golden Dreams and Waking Realities: Being the 

Adventures of a Gold-Seeker in California and the Pacific Islands (London: Elder Smith, 1851); Eliza W. 

Farnham, California, In Doors and Out; or, How We Farm, Mine, and Live Generally in the Golden State 

(New York: Edward Dix, 1856).   
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The first comes from a Frenchman named Albert Benard de Russaihl, whose 

journal entries were translated and published in 1931 by Clarkson Crane under the title 

Last Adventure: San Francisco in 1851.39 De Russaihl sailed from Le Havre on the 

Joseph and arrived in San Francisco in March of 1851, before falling victim to a cholera 

outbreak in July of the following year. He was only thirty-three years old at the time of 

his early death. His untimely passing illustrates two important realities of the period: (1) 

whether by sea, disease, violence, fire, or any other calamity, a significant amount of 

once-hopeful young adventurers did not survive, many not even completing their journey; 

and (2) living conditions in San Francisco, especially in the early decade, were 

unsanitary, and widespread disease was common. For working-class young men, the 

theatres and gambling halls were an escape. They provided a sanitary alternative to the 

overcrowded and rat-infested boarding houses, a place to purchase food and drinks, and a 

focus for social life. 

Though his early death limits his entries to a relatively small moment in San 

Francisco’s history, De Russaihl’s insights have been especially helpful for this project 

because, among a variety of employment ventures, he worked as a journalist and theatre 

critic. Additionally, he managed a French theatre troupe who performed regularly at The 

Adelphi Theatre. De Russaihl’s accounts offer both a personal recollection and a French 

perspective on the individual and experiential aspects of musical activity in a particular 

moment and space. 

 
39 Albert Benard de Russaihl, Last Adventure: San Francisco in 1851, trans. Clarkson Crane (San 

Francisco: The Westgate Press, 1933). 
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The second account comes from an unpublished journal I discovered during my 

archival research at the Bancroft Library at University of California-Berkeley.40 The 

journal was penned by an ambitious young man named David Wilder, who according to 

census records arrived in San Francisco after being drafted in 1858 by the San Francisco 

City Guard, Company B, First Regiment, at the rank of Infantry.41 His employment status 

provides unique and contrasting perspectives from someone like De Russaihl, who came 

to California in search of wealth. Wilder represents a new phenomenon happening by the 

end of the decade, the emergence of a local resident—someone who called San Francisco 

home and chose to stay there permenently, rather than displaying the ephemerality and 

mobility of the gold-seekers. 

  Although he continued involvement with his military unit, eventually being 

promoted to Second Lieutennant, Wilder’s ambitions led him to pursue other ventures as 

secretary and accountant in several silver mining companies, as well as engaging in 

various music and entertainment events.42 He was a single man who lived at the 

Cooledge boarding house, and in 1863 attended concerts nearly every night of the week, 

frequently visiting and writing about his experiences at Gilbert’s Melodeon and a later 

offshoot called Gilbert’s New Idea, The Bella Union, The Polka, Maguire’s Opera House, 

 
40 David Wilder Diary (1863–64), Robert Ernest Cowan Collection, BANC MSS C-F 141, Bancroft 

Library, University of California, Berkeley, CA.  
41 Office of the Adjutant General. Military Records, 1850–1942. Military Dept., Adjutant General’s Office 

Records (1850–1944), ID Number R186. California State Archives, Office of the Secretary of State, 

Sacramento, California. Information found at Ancestry.com, California, Military Registers, 1858–

1923 [database on-line]. Provo, UT, USA: Ancestry.com Operations, Inc., 2014. 
42 Langley’s 1868 Directory lists Wilder as Second Lieutenant. A series of advertisements in the Daily Alta 

California beginning in June of 1863 list Wilder as Secretary for the Dessert Mining Company (a silver 

mining operation), one of several such companies he served. By 1865 he is listed as secretary for the 

Olympic Club, a promotion he talks about in his journal as well, which regularly booked live music.  
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and several other venues. He was an accomplished flautist with some additional skills as 

a pianist and composer. These proficiencies permitted him to network with several local 

stars who, on some occasions, even allowed him to perform with them on stage. He 

retells stories of social interactions with several key entertainment figures, notably Jennie 

Lamont and Lotta Crabtree, as well as describing after-hours nightlife (sometimes staying 

out as late as 4:00 AM) at the homes of the City’s social elite. San Francisco in 1863 

looked very different than De Russaihl’s impression in 1851, and Wilder’s first-hand 

recollections, contrasted with early sources, thus reveal a great deal about the evolution 

of musical and theatrical activity.   

On the other hand, published amateur accounts are by no means the sole source of 

primary information. Bayard Taylor was sent to San Francisco in 1849 by Horace 

Greeley to document activity in California, and these experiences led to the 1850 

publication of his book, El Dorado.43 Among other topics Taylor’s work discusses 

popular forms of entertainment, theatres, and what he referred to as gambling hells—and 

these descriptions frequently include discussions of music. Although the published works 

of travelers like Marryat and Taylor are often anecdotal and sometimes exaggerated at 

times, examining them more comparatively alongside contemporaneous documents has 

provided a more complete picture. Several relevant examples of these types of 

publications also came from professional musicians, among them the singer and 

 
43 Bayard Taylor, Eldorado, or, Adventures in the Path of Empire: Comprising a Voyage to California via 

Panama, Life in San Francisco and Monterey, Pictures of the Gold Region and Experiences of Mexican 

Travel (New York: G.P. Putman, 1850).  



 Jonathan Verbeten, Texas Tech University, August 2020 
 

20 
 

entertainer Stephen C. Massett, who was credited with performing the first professional 

concert in San Francisco, and the memoirs of “The Swan of Erin,” Catherine Hayes.44 

By the late 1850s, melodeons began monetizing their performances and 

advertising their venues by publishing songsters, which likewise offer a hint at what a 

melodeon performance might entail. Songsters mostly included song lyrics, but also 

images and graphics, advertisments for other venues, usually a preface regarding the type 

of material at the venue, and in some cases, scripts for short skits and other theatrical 

performances. Unfortunetly, they did not include musical notation and therefore offer no 

hints at what these songs would have sounded like.45 The Bancroft possesses three 

important songsters from the period. The earliest is an 1853 volume published by an 

exceptionally popular satirist named D.G. “Doc” Robinson. Although his songster 

predates the advent of the melodeon, the formatting of Robinson’s book appears to have 

provided a template for later songsters published by other melodeons. Also relevant is 

that Robinson, who served as a musical performer, proprietor, pharmacist, and politician, 

provides satirical social and political commentary. While framed through the lens of 

 
44 Stephen C. Masset, “Drifting About,” or, “What Jeems Pipes of Pipesville” Saw and Did: An 

Autobiography (New York: Carleton, 1863). 
45 While the song titles and lyrics are helpful, it’s important to note the songsters were made for widespread 

dissemination and therefore should be understood as projections of how the venues/performers wanted to 

be perceived, rather than an actual representation (such as a literal transcription) of an evening’s 

amusements. Attempts at these reconstructions through archival sources are therefore fraught with 

difficulty and inconsistencies, a point made by Dale Cockrell regarding similar popular entertainments in 

New York: “The best to hope for from most of these sources are descriptions of the band, perhaps aspects 

of playing style, and references to a song or two… Even something so seemingly simple as compiling a list 

of songs from the sources is also suspect, for although one can usually dig out a title from a sheet-music 

archive, in actual mud-gutter performance the lyrics would likely have been distorted and parodied and the 

notes of the hallowed, published page subjected to all sorts of disrespect, even disregard.” Dale Cockrell, 

Everybody’s Doin’ It: Sex, Music, and Dance in New York, 1840–1917 (New York: W. W. Norton and 

Company, 2019), 3.  
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comedy, Robinson’s commentary offers valuable insights and critiques upon some of the 

earliest decision-making that would impact the following decades.  

The second item, titled Johnson’s Comic Songs, was published in April of 1858. 

The preface in this songster explains Johnson’s involvement at a venue called The 

Melodeon, where his fame and association with the venue earned it the nickname 

“Johnson’s Melodeon.” Lastly, in 1860, Samuel Tetlow published his own Bella Union 

Songster. The contents in these three songsters, although not providing a literal 

transcription of a full production, at the very least show how proprietors conceived of 

presenting material to the public. When supplemented with playbills and reviews, period 

songsters add an excellent layer of primary sources which contribute towards a 

reconstruction of the typical melodeon’s entertainment.    

Since the 1906 Earthquake and Fire damaged so much of the primary source 

material, much of melodeon materials had been assumed to be lost or unobtainable.46 I 

was, however, fortunate to come across a collection of playbills owned by the Society for 

California Pioneers, a historical organization which founded in 1850 and is still active. 

And this collection did indeed contain a modest amount of melodeon playbills.47 The 

collection is not listed in any digital finding aids, and as a result has not been cited in 

much of the recent secondary literature. Yet these playbills, which are heavily cited 

throughout this study, include useful information about repertoire, performers, admission 

prices, building descriptions, and a wealth of other details.        

 
46 In fact, when preparing for my archival trip to San Francisco, several librarians echoed this sentiment as 

a word of caution. 
47 Frederick R. Sherman Music Collection, 1850–1940, B001730–B001739, The Society for California 

Pioneers, San Francisco, CA.  
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This project has also relied heavily on published records from the period, 

including newspapers and periodicals, city directories, advertisements, and some of the 

earliest historical collections. Many newspapers, including The Daily Alta California, 

The California Star, and the Wide West periodical have been partially digitized and made 

available via the California Digital Newspaper Collection, the Online Archive of 

California, with some also available through Library of Congress online holdings.48 In 

addition there are the city directories: Charles P. Kimball began publishing directories 

annually starting in 1850, and Henry G. Langley continued this trend by creating his own 

annual directories starting in 1858.49 These provide names and addresses of local 

businesses, including theatres and other entertainment venues, as well as advertisements 

for upcoming events. Additionally, the directories provide statistics on the growth of the 

city, such as the number of ships which entered the port, committees, names of social 

clubs, and city ordinances.  

  The goal of my writing is to synthesize these two elements: moving comfortably 

between the historical, spatial, and experiential components. The first relies on large-

scale data, revealed through historical and urban change, while uncovering archival 

sources has been the preoccupation of the latter by surveying and synthesizing first-hand 

 
48 “The California Digital Newspaper Collection,” accessed June 25, 2020, https://cdnc.ucr.edu/cgi-

bin/cdnc; The Online Archive of California, https://oac.cdlib.org/; “Library of Congress Digital 

Collections,” accessed June 25, 2020, https://www.loc.gov/collections/; Also relevant for this project is the 

online database Calisphere, operated by University of California-Berkeley, which includes photographs and 

other primary source materials, accessed June 25, 2020, https://calisphere.org/.   
49 Charles P. Kimball, The San Francisco City Directory (San Francisco: Journey of Commerce Press, 

1850); Henry G. Langley, The City Directory for the Year 1858 (San Francisco: Commercial Steam Press, 

S.D. Valentine and Sons, 1858). 

https://cdnc.ucr.edu/cgi-bin/cdnc
https://cdnc.ucr.edu/cgi-bin/cdnc
https://oac.cdlib.org/
https://calisphere.org/
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accounts and studying the extant newspapers, city directories, playbills, photographs, and 

advertisements which relate to theatres and musical events.  

 

Chapter Outline 

The organizational goal of this dissertation has been to move from the broadest 

topics of study and narrow the focus with each ensuing chapter. In doing so I hope to 

guide the reader to a more sophisticated understanding of the complexities of a rapidly 

developing city in order to help contextualize the significance of its musical and 

theatrical developments. After the opening introductory chapter, the dissertation thus 

begins with a brief and general history of the City prior to the discovery of gold, followed 

by a slightly more detailed historical account of its development in the 1850s. I probe the 

reasons why so many books on the subject begin at the Gold Rush and neglect the rich 

history prior to American occupation. I caution against thinking of California and San 

Francisco as somehow “beginning” in 1846 when Captain Montgomery raised the 

American flag at Portsmouth Square. One aspect of this early history is the native 

population, which existed well before the Spanish colonization, the Mexican takeover, 

and the eventual granting of statehood in 1850. Cultural violence and oppressive laws 

resulted in state-sanctioned genocide and a massive depletion of the population in the 

seventy years following first contact.  

I end Chapter Two with a discussion of the journeys traveled by the Forty-Niners, 

either by sea or the overland route. I consider how harsh conditions and unrealistic 

expectations informed the miner’s experiences, and how many disheartened travelers 
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became the earliest residents to settle San Francisco. Although there have been many 

historical books on Gold Rush topics, which perhaps cover this material more thoroughly 

than I am able in a short chapter, I feel the contextualization is here essential in order to 

more deeply understand why music was able to thrive in this particular time and location.           

Chapter Three brings greater understanding to the relationship between urban 

geography and musical activity by employing methods borrowed from historical urban 

studies. It charts urban development in key topics: the geographical and demographic 

makeup of the early city and the population boom; the waning significance of Portsmouth 

Square and shifting real-estate values; segregation of neighborhoods; early gangs, crime, 

and lack of an established police force; the rapidly shifting economy, inflation, and 

depression; and the effects of widespread gambling. With this extensive backdrop in 

mind, I consider how key players, particularly a New York man named Henry Meiggs 

(1811–1877), took advantage of these situations by offering much-needed services and as 

a result became wealthy. I then show how beyond contributions in infrastructure, Meiggs 

and other urban leaders utilized a combination of music, religion, and political influences 

to attempt to create an idealized version of what they envisioned for San Francisco’s 

future.       

Having established a clear understanding of the history and urban development of 

the City, Chapter Four segues into an important distinction quickly emerging in 

nineteenth-century musical culture: that of high and low artistic traditions. Lawrence 

Levine’s 1990 book, Highbrow/Lowbrow: The Emergence of Cultural Hierarchy in 

America, provides the definitional backdrop for my understanding of these terms and in 

this chapter I demonstrate how the national trends described by Levine are echoed in 
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attempts at cultivating art in San Francisco.50 The chapter shows how, like the 

Eurocentrism dominant in east coast music, a thriving German tradition which was 

heavily rooted in sacred music became the model for what some thought a San Francisco 

music tradition should be. 

However, I also argue that previous studies which have treated high and low 

artistic traditions in isolation fail to account for the holistic experience of a typical San 

Francisco theatregoer. To correct this omission, I spend time surveying the various kinds 

of amusements available and provide an in-depth examination of the earliest development 

of theatres, profile two prominent proprietors and impresarios, Tom Maguire and David 

Robinson, and explore how the City’s multiple cultural traditions informed performances 

on the stage. The chapter ends with a discussion on how the drastic changes the City 

faced in the latter half of the decade were also reflected in changing aesthetics in theatres 

and venues and shows how this change offered a unique opportunity for the melodeons to 

succeed.   

Chapter Five provides the fullest explanation of the characteristics which 

distinguished a melodeon from other venues and offers theories as to why they were so 

successful at this particular moment and location. I discuss three important melodeons 

located on or near Portsmouth Square: The Bella Union, Gilbert’s Melodeon, and 

Johnson’s Melodeon. In profiling these venues, I consider their geographical 

relationships within the City, the physical attributes of the buildings themselves, the 

makeup of a particular audience, the amenities provided, and the promises of their 

 
50 Lawrence Levine, Highbrow/Lowbrow: The Emergence of Cultural Hierarchy in America (Ann Arbor, 

MI: Cambridge University Press, 2009).  
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marketing campaigns, and provide a rough sketch of a typical evening’s entertainment. I 

also chronicle their public reception, some legal troubles and criticisms, how long they 

were able to remain open, and their legacies in the historic record.           

While Chapter Five detailed the broad attributes of a melodeon’s entertainment, 

Chapter Six provides analysis of specific repertoire and artists. This chapter relies heavily 

on primary evidence uncovered through archival work, especially from playbills and 

programs dating from the summer of 1863. Given the lack of professional musicians, 

visiting artists would often rely on local amateurs to fill in the programs, and homegrown 

talent did eventually emerge.51 I therefore explore what it meant to be a local in such a 

young city and why the emergence of local artists began to appeal to these audiences. 

David Wilder’s experiences become the focal point as I reconstruct, through his own 

recollections, the experience of attending one of these events. I end the chapter with a 

discussion of the ephemerality of these venues which, absent the Bella Union, did not last 

beyond the 1860s, though many of their stars, such as Ned Harrigan who would go on to 

have a successful career with the duo Harrigan and Hart, found lasting fame beyond San 

Francisco.           

Finally, Chapter Seven draws connections between what was happening in San 

Francisco and what was happening in other urban centers in the United States. I show that 

the melodeons were a unique venue which only came into existence because of unique 

circumstances in San Francisco. I then advocate for the use of the historical-analytical 

 
51 For example, the child star Lotta Crabtree, who gained fame touring mining camps with the banjoist 

Jakob Wallace before becoming a regional celebrity on the Bella Union stage, leaving a lasting reputation 

which still endears her to the region today. 
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model I have developed to better understand this unique situation as an investigative 

process which can be emulated elsewhere. I consider how the focus on burlesque and 

variety was consistent with other popular traditions and suggest that they can be viewed 

as an exemplar and forerunner of the complex interaction of popular forms of 

entertainment which came to dominate the United States in the latter half of the 

nineteenth century.  

 

Conclusion 

The unique situation in San Francisco makes it a fascinating musicological case 

study. The rapid population influx placed people of different cultural backgrounds in a 

relatively close proximity and isolated them from other urban centers, while the 

staggering amount of money changing hands lured successful artists to visit in spite of the 

dangerous and time-consuming journey, the overwhelmingly male presence made female 

performers incredibly alluring to potential concert-goers, the lack of traditional family 

structures normalized behavior which likely would have been considered improper back 

East, and the insatiable desire for entertainment resulted in lucrative success for theatres. 

Productions were hastily assembled, professional musicians relied on assistance from 

local amateurs, and variety seemed to be the template for a successful program.52  

Traditionally accepted distinctions of so-called high and low art often blurred on 

these stages, despite attempts to cultivate a hierarchized musical identity in the mold of 

 
52 This is a point which is, again, made evident in the writing of Miska Hauser: "without assisting artists, it 

is impossible to give a concert in San Francisco. The more variety programs contain and the more extreme 

the tastes shown, so much the better." (Hauser, 28) 
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similar efforts back East. And these blurred lines are consistent with a larger national 

aesthetic shift that would come to inform how popular American music traditions were 

understood and practiced in other urban centers. I would anticipate that analogous multi-

modal research would yield equally nuanced and unique results in other Gold Rush era 

cities like Sacramento and Virginia City—and even bear a connection within the larger 

American West in a city like Denver, for example—but such an investigation is beyond 

the scope of the current document.  

Musicologists, when investigating nineteenth-century American topics, have 

typically focused upon the East Coast. More recently there has been a shift and a look 

west.53 Still, there remains a good deal of work to be done on the history of music in early 

California. Beyond simply contributing to this void in research, my work has developed 

more sophisticated, multidisciplinary methods for understanding the history of music 

within a city. Rather than isolating or merely chronicling the musical history of the City, 

my project situates musical life within parallel transformations revealed through 

historical, cultural, economic, and geographic urban change.  

 

 

 
53 For example, Beth Levy, Frontier Figures: American Music and the Mythology of the American West 

(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2012).   



Jonathan Verbeten, Texas Tech University, August 2020 
 

29 
 

CHAPTER TWO 

HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

 

 During his December 5, 1848, State of the Union address, President James K. 

Polk officially acknowledged earlier reports that gold had been found in California and 

claimed:  

Accounts of the abundance of gold in that territory [were] of such an 

extraordinary character as would scarcely command belief were they not 

corroborated by the authentic reports of officers in the public service who have 

visited the mineral district and derived the facts which they detail from personal 

observation.1  

 

The report President Polk was referencing was prepared by Colonel Richard Mason, who 

delivered samples of gold nuggets from the region to corroborate his report.2 This 

substantiation of the gold rumors was the necessary trigger to spark gold-fever in the East 

and inspire journeys of countless Forty-Niners to the West. As notions of Continentalism 

and Manifest Destiny proliferated through American thinking and political campaigning, 

the discovery of gold only enhanced and validated the “right” to the land. The beginning 

of the Mexican-American War in 1846 signified the willingness of the United States to 

secure this “right,” and as Mark Eifler wrote, “if the Mexican War (1846–1848) was an 

expression of America’s sense of Manifest Destiny, the California gold rush was in effect 

destiny’s reward.”3  

 
1 President James K. Polk, “State of the Union Address [December 5, 1848],” accessed March 18, 2019, 

http://www.presidentialrhetoric.com/historicspeeches/polk/stateoftheunion1848.html. 
2 John Stephens, Gold: Firsthand Accounts from the Rush that Made the West (Guilford, CT: TwoDot 

Press, 2014), 21. 
3Mark A. Eifler, The California Gold Rush: The Stampede that Changed the World (New York: Routledge, 

2017), 6. 
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It was this sense of an inherent “right” which would inspire Americans to 

colonize the region and deplete the land of its natural resources. The writers of the 1855 

Annals of San Francisco confirmed this thinking was prevalent in the minds of those 

settling the region: “It is the fate of America ever to ‘go ahead.’ She is like the rod of 

Aaron that became a serpent and swallowed up the other rods. So will America conquer 

or annex all lands. That is her ‘Manifest Destiny.’”4  

Although not granted officially until September of 1850, the conclusion of the 

war and the discovery of gold in 1848 was the beginning of California as an American 

state; the beginning of San Francisco as the cosmopolitan boomtown of the West; and the 

manifestation of a Pacific presence which would unite the continent. And yet, California 

existed prior to the Gold Rush. San Francisco existed prior to the Gold Rush. A Spanish 

population settled the area prior to the signing of the Declaration of Independence, and a 

native population existed well before the land was “discovered” during the Pacific Coast 

expeditions of Juan Rodriguez Cabrillo in 1542.5 While the Gold Rush was the catalyst 

responsible for the forging of a new “American” identity, it is important to note that the 

region already had an identity.  

This chapter seeks to avoid the mistake of assuming California and San 

Francisco’s history should somehow begin at the discovery of gold in January of 1848, 

instead situating the massive transformation of San Francisco from a small Spanish 

settlement to a thriving cosmopolitan city, within a historiographical framework that can 

inform a deeper understanding of the social and cultural dynamics of the early settlers. It 

 
4 Frank Soulé, John H. Gihon, and James Nisbet, The Annals of San Francisco (New York: D. Appleton, 

1855), 476. 
5 Randall Milliken, A Time of Little Choice: The Disintegration of Tribal Culture in the San Francisco Bay 

Area 1769–1810 (Menlo Park, CA: A Ballena Press Publication, 1995), 2. 
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will not serve as a history of San Francisco or of California, but rather a history of the 

changing perceptions of the City and region, looking closely at how controlling the 

narrative and presentation of the story of San Francisco reinforced certain power 

structures, while marginalizing others. The methods are based an examination of period 

sources, both by settlers in San Francisco and political ambitions in Washington D.C., 

and an examination of the historiographical record from secondary sources, dating back 

to the earliest histories of San Francisco and continuing to the present day.  

 

Political Ambitions to Secure California and Unite the Continent 

Despite what might be a popular assumption, the term “Golden Gate” existed well 

before there was a bridge, and even before the discovery of gold. In his 1846 

Geographical Memoir upon Upper California, John C. Fremont coined the term by 

comparing the terrain to that of the Golden Horn, the harbor entrance of the Byzantine 

(now Istanbul).6 The shape of the peninsula and the terrain reminded Fremont of the 

Golden Horn, but more importantly, Fremont saw the value such a harbor and bay could 

provide to future settlement in California and the potential for trade with Asian countries. 

As Eifler noted, Fremont saw the bay as an opportunity to bring gold into California from 

the East, not as a port which would send gold out into the world.7 James Vance observed 

yet another reason for early American interest: “well before the Gold Rush, an interest 

 
6 Malcolm E. Barker, San Francisco Memoirs, 1835–1851: Eyewitness Accounts of the Birth of a City (San 

Francisco: Londonborn Publications, 1994), 29. 
7 Eifler, California Gold Rush, 8. 
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had arisen in finding an entrepôt on the California coast.” And San Francisco, with its 

large bay and access to inland rivers, appeared to fill that need.8  

These observations are backed up by American political attempts to obtain the 

region during the preceding decades. Andrew Jackson, who saw value in securing an 

American port in the Pacific, had attempted to purchase the San Francisco Bay in 1835 

for five million dollars, only to be rebuffed by the Mexican government.9 Writing in 

1845, Daniel Webster, who served as Secretary of State under Presidents Harrison, Tyler, 

and Filmore, confirmed this sentiment by claiming “the ports of San Francisco would be 

twenty times as valuable to us as all Texas.”10 Webster’s words carry a lot of weight 

given that disputes with Mexico over the Texas border would spark the Mexican-

American War in the following year. It comes as no surprise then, that in 1846, at the 

onset of the Mexican-American War, American troops arriving on the steamer 

Portsmouth and led by Captain Montgomery seized the small region of Yerba Buena and 

claimed it for the United States. Even after the discovery of gold, earlier ideas about the 

geographical value in securing the bay still carried significant weight, as evidenced by a 

later portion of Polk’s State of the Union Address: 

Upper California… holds at this day, in point of value and importance, to the rest 

of the Union the same relation that Louisiana did when that fine territory was 

acquired from France forty-five years ago. Extending nearly ten degrees of 

latitude along the Pacific, and embracing the only safe and commodious harbors 

on that coast for many hundred miles, with a temperate climate and an extensive 

interior of fertile lands, it is scarcely possible to estimate its wealth until it shall be 

brought under the government of our laws and its resources fully developed… 

Situated on a safe harbor, sufficiently capacious for all the navies as well as the 

 
8 James E. Vance, Geography and Urban Evolution in the San Francisco Bay Area (Berkeley: University 

of California Press, 1964), 8. 
9 Barker, San Francisco Memoirs, 38; Eifler, California Gold Rush, 8. 
10 Vance, Geography and Urban Evolution, 10. 
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marine of the world, and convenient to excellent timber for shipbuilding, owned 

by the United States, it must become our great Western naval depot.”11 

 

On September 9, 1850, having signed the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo two and a half 

years prior, signifying the end of the Mexican-American War, having been heatedly 

debated in the U.S. Congress over issues of slavery, resulting in the Compromise of 1850, 

and having seen hundreds of thousands of migrants from the United States and the world 

converge on its soil, California was free to become the thirty-first state, a realization of 

the goals set forth by politicians decades earlier and outlined throughout this chapter.  

 

Captain Montgomery’s Occupation 

U.S. soldiers arrived in California in 1846 and on July 9, Captain Montgomery 

raised the American flag at the center of the Plaza in Yerba Buena. This was the same 

pole which had earlier hoisted the Mexican flag and the space which would later be 

christened as Portsmouth Square. There was no fight or conflict over San Francisco and 

when Montgomery raised the stars and stripes over the Plaza, he was greeted with music, 

applause, and a twenty-one-gun salute from the Portsmouth.12 At that time, the 

department (a term Mexico used for a larger territory) of Alta California included what is 

now California, Arizona, Nevada, and Utah, and parts of Colorado and Wyoming. 

Commodore John Sloat led the annexation and with 250 men took Monterey (the capital 

of Alta California), while John C. Fremont took San Diego with 160 men.13 Montgomery 

was given orders by Commodore Sloat to take Yerba Buena and had arrived with seventy 

 
11 Polk, “State of the Union Address,” 5 December 1848. 
12 Helen Throop Purdy, “Portsmouth Square (a paper read before the California Historical Society, March 

25, 1924),” California Historical Society Quarterly 3, no. 1 (April 1924): 30–44.  
13 See Stephens, Gold, XII–XIII for a succinct description of the significant battles and territories.  
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soldiers, upon his arrival, he read aloud Sloat’s proclamation and nailed a written copy in 

Spanish and English to the flag pole. It was from this historically important event that the 

Plaza came to be known as Portsmouth Square and one of its main roads came to be 

known as Montgomery Street (a street which had previously been marked as 

Embarcadero).14     

At the time of Montgomery’s arrival, California had four Spanish presidios 

(military outposts assigned by district). These were located at Santa Barbara, Monterey, 

Yerba Buena (San Francisco), and Sonoma, and were often accompanied by pueblos, 

which served as small towns that existed near the presidios. The main pueblos were 

located in San José, Villa de Branciforte (Santa Cruz), San Diego, and El Pueblo de 

Nuestra Señora la Reina de los Angeles del Río de Porciúncula (Los Angeles).15 

Although sparsely populated, the presence of these presidios and pueblos tells a story of a 

developing land, which included governmental oversite and laws, political leadership 

structures, religious practices, and a large native presence.  

 

Pre–United States California History 

In his 2005 monograph on California history, Kevin Starr categorized three Pre–

U.S. periods: the native experience prior to first contact, the Spanish colonization, and the 

Mexican rulership after declaring independence from Spain in 1821.16 The last of which 

resulted in the 1824 creation of a Mexican Federal Republic which considered Baja and 

Alta California part of their territories. It was this Republic the United States declared 

 
14 Purdy, “Portsmouth Square,” 33.  
15 Stephens, Gold, XIII. 
16 Kevin Starr, California: A History (New York: Random House, inc., 2005). Chapters 1–3 outline in 

detail each of these periods.  
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war on in 1846. The main focus of this chapter concerns the native population and the 

complex interactions they had in each of these periods with the Spanish missionaries, the 

Mexican government, and eventually the United States.        

The first period tells the story of the native peoples, in which Starr writes that 

hundreds of thousands of people resided in California, and within those totals belonged 

twenty-two linguistic families and some 135 languages. The largest groups occupying the 

area near San Francisco were the Costanoans and Miwok people who resided in enclaves 

North of the Bay Area, as well as modern-day Marin County, and in the San Joaquin 

Valley.17 The much smaller group of Yelamu people resided in the actual space which 

would eventually become San Francisco. Although the peninsula was home to roughly 

10,000 inhabitants, only “about 160 Yelamu people are thought to have occupied the 

future site of San Francisco, which consisted mainly of hills and sand dunes.”18 

It was the Yelamu people who experienced first contact on the peninsula and this 

encounter signifies the second historical period: the Spanish colonization. While the East 

Coast was entangled in their fight for independence, the land on the opposite side of the 

continent, which would come to be known as San Francisco, was being settled by its first 

non-native inhabitants. Although the area had been known to the Spanish for some time, 

it was not until Gaspar de Portolá de Rovira accidently “discovered” the Bay in 1769 that 

a concerted effort was made to settle the area. Seven years later, in 1776, the Mexican 

viceroy commissioned the Spanish Army Colonel Juan Bautista de Anza to lead an 

overland expedition to California. Anza’s entourage consisted of 247 “predominantly 

 
17 Starr, California, 13–14. 
18 Amy K. DeFalco Lippert, Consuming Identities: Visual Culture in Nineteenth-Century San Francisco 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2018), 8. 
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mestizo, black, and Hispanicized Indian colonists and Spanish Franciscans,” and these 

were the original inhabitants of the peninsula as a Spanish settlement.19  

 Some reports imply there was a level of peaceful assimilation between the 

settlers and natives prior to the gold discovery. In an 1849 guidebook to California, F.P. 

Wierzbicki wrote that “North of the Bay of San Francisco, and between the Sacramento 

and San Joaquin Rivers, some of the Indians live in the families of settlers, or near their 

farms… these are called in Spanish, very properly, Indios masnzos—(tame Indians.)”20 

This, however, appears to be a more idealized way of portraying the relationships with 

the native population, one that implies a high degree of willingness from the so-called 

“tame Indians.” Randall Milliken’s 1995 A Time of Little Choice outlines a very different 

version of this assimilation: one in which the natives were coerced through a variety of 

methods, including threats to their lives and especially their fate in the afterlife by 

Spanish missionaries. Milliken traced baptismal records of native inhabitants and found a 

spike in the early nineteenth century. By 1810, the majority of tribes in the region had 

been broken up and moved toward the missions, where among other issues, they were 

infected with disease.  

The mortality rate of these diseases resulted in a drop in the native population 

from roughly 310,000 to 150,000 by the time of the U.S. occupation. The population 

influx after gold was discovered, paired with the greed and obsession for hunting it, 

resulted in more death and oppression to the natives, often in the form of massacres. 

After the first two years of the Gold Rush the native population was already down to 

 
19 Lippert, Consuming Identities, 8; A detailed account of the expedition, including first-hand accounts, can 

be found in Milliken, Time of Little Choice, 52–60. 
20 F.P. Wierzbicki, California as it is, and as it may be, or, A Guide to the Gold Region (San Francisco: 

Washington Bartlett, 1849), 17. 
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70,000.21 While disease and massacres had substantially depleted the native population 

prior to statehood, the ratification of a provisional state government in September of 1849 

proved to be especially hard on the native population from a legal standpoint. Almost 

immediately, the ad hoc governing body began drafting oppressive laws, including the 

Indian Protection Act in April of 1850, which allowed Californians to enslave native 

peoples.22  

Wierzbicki’s guidebook has a section on dealing with the “problem of the 

Indians” and presents the following dilemma: “they cannot be removed… for there is no 

place to remove them to where they would subsist; it would be dooming them to 

destruction; and it would be more humane to butcher them outright than to expose them 

to a sure but slow extinction.”23 What Wierzbicki failed to realize, or at least failed to 

acknowledge, is that through diseases brought by the Spanish, the native peoples of the 

region were already in the midst of a “slow but sure extinction,” and that, simultaneously, 

they were also being “butchered outright” through the massacres of the miners. The fact 

that the new governing body would sanction these behaviors through racially oppressive 

laws all but assured the demise of a native presence which just seventy-four years prior 

had thrived in the region.    

 

 

 
21 These population numbers were taken from John Stephens, Gold, XIII; The generally agreed upon native 

estimates see a reduction from roughly 310,000 prior to first contact, then 150,000–170,000 at the time of 

American occupation, all the way down to 30,000 by 1870 and the 1880 census records only list 16,277 

California Indians. For a more detailed contextualization of these figures see Benjamin Madley, An 

American Genocide: The United States and the California Indian Catastrophe, 1846–1873 (New Haven, 

CT: Yale University Press, 2016), 2–4.   
22 Eifler, California Gold Rush, xiii. 
23 Wierzbicki, California, 18. 
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The Changing of a Name and the Changing of a Regional Identity 

Prior to the unearthing of gold and subsequent convergences on the region, Yerba 

Buena was home to a somewhat diverse, yet slowly developing, population. Bancroft 

estimated that in “1845 there were 20 structures and 300 people in the area encompassing 

Yerba Buena and Mission Dolores… [of these] 150 were of Spanish blood, 50 were 

foreigners, and the rest were either Native Americans or Kanakas (Hawaiians).”24 These 

estimates are the last pre–United States totals. In quick succession after the onset of the 

Mexican-American War, and the ensuing annexation of the region, the population would 

vastly expand, even before gold was discovered. In 1846, Captain Montgomery brought 

his seventy soldiers and earlier that year, the Mormon minister Samuel Brannan had 

brought 238 parishioners on the Brooklyn to settle the region. (Brannon had been a 

partner of Bringham Young and had tried to persuade him to come to California, but 

Young and his 15,000 followers instead took the overland trail and eventually settled Salt 

Lake City.) There were considerable others who, like Montgomery and Brannan, saw an 

opportunity to settle this new land and brought with a large entourage. What is clear is 

that the small region of approximately 300 was more than doubled in 1846 alone and 

each following year brought an even greater influx of people, dramatically altering the 

previously established systems. By January of 1848, when gold was discovered, Amy 

Lippert suggests there were “nine hundred or so inhabitants [in the] sleepy trading 

post.”25 While not yet the metropolis of the following decades, the “sleepy trading post” 

 
24 Reprinted from Barker, San Francisco Memoirs, 38. 
25 Lippert, Consuming Identities, 7. 
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had already dealt with a tripling of the population and the demographic shift of an 

increasingly English-speaking and white presence signified new changes.  

The American military presence in 1846, and the resulting migration of American 

settlers, was the beginning of a regional change that would oversee the transformation of 

the peninsula from the small Presidio of San Francisco and the Mission Dolores (also 

called Mission Francisco de Asís), to the celebrated cosmopolitan boomtown of the Gold 

Rush. An 1848 etching by J.C. Ward (Fig. 1) shows the sparsely populated settlement, 

overlooking Yerba Buena Cove, and built around the small Plaza which came to be 

known as Portsmouth Square. The proximity to the cove made it an advantageous trading 

post for travelers coming into California via the Pacific or traveling inland through the 

bay. The name Yerba Buena, meaning “good herb,” was also the name of the settlement, 

and it bore testament to a plant species (Micromeria Douglasii) which was plentiful to the 

region.26 

Evidence of the name San Francisco officially replacing that of Yerba Buena 

comes in an article printed in the California Star, dated January 23, 1847: 

Whereas the local name of Yerba Buena as applied to the settlement or town of 

San Francisco is unknown beyond the immediate district; and has been applied 

from the local name of the Cove on which the town is built,—Therefore, to 

prevent confusion and mistakes in public documents, and that the town may have 

advantage of the name given on published maps, it is hereby ordered that the 

name of San Francisco shall hereafter be used in all official communications, and 

public documents, or records appertaining to the town.27 

 

 
26 Barker, San Francisco Memoirs, 27. 
27 California Star, 23 January 1847.  
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Figure 2.1. J.C. Ward Etching of Yerba Buena (1848)28  

Despite the fact the name San Francisco has roots in the area (as evidenced in the 

names of the mission and presidio), officially recognizing a changing of the name in 1847 

in some ways represents a symbolic shift in the region, due to a new American presence, 

and a harbinger of the radical changes the small settlement would soon endure. A point 

which is further evidenced by the fact that the decision was made under the watch of 

Washington Allon Bartlett, the first U.S. born Alcade of San Francisco (a title used 

during the Mexican period and replaced by the term mayor after California was granted 

statehood).29    

 

 

 
28 J.C. Ward, Looking east toward Mount Diablo from Yerba Buena Cove, the future site of San Francisco, 

Etching [1848], accessed June 4, 2020, https://eastbayyesterday.com/episodes/eby-qa-8/.  
29 Edmund Gagey, The San Francisco Stage (New York: Columbia University Press, 1950), 1. 
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The Discovery of Gold and the Great Migration West 

The newly acquired Mexican province of Alta-California, by American standards, 

was completely in the middle of nowhere. At roughly 1,650 miles away from St. Louis, 

the next nearest U.S. city, the American populace had little connection to this new land, 

aside from the political rallying cries for conquest of the continent.30 James Marshall’s 

discovery on January 24, 1848, transformed this foreign land into the exotic and 

captivating terrain of the imaginations of young men back east. Samuel Brannon is 

traditionally credited with “sparking” gold-fever in the West. Having abandoned his 

aspirations as a Mormon minister, Brannon took up founding and publishing the City’s 

first newspaper, the California Star (which began publication in January of 1847). 

Initially, Brannon attempted to create enthusiasm through his newspaper, publishing a 

special edition which outlined the findings and sending copies back east. However, these 

were met with skepticism. As the story goes, after failing to spark interest in the 

newfound gold through his newspaper, Brannon secured a small bottle of gold dust and 

ran through Montgomery street shouting “Gold! Gold Found in the American River!” He 

then displayed the bottle in his office and allowed any spectators to view it. 31  

Brannon was also the City’s first millionaire and masterfully found ways to 

monetize the very craze he had triggered. Prior to publishing his initial newspaper on the 

gold discovery, he and a partner opened a small store in Sacramento which they stocked 

with pans, picks, and other mining supplies. Once the craze was in full force, being the 

 
30 Stephens, Gold, XII. 
31 The anecdote about Brannon, and the listed amount of money, was taken from Barker, San Francisco 

Memoirs, 41–42. 
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only provider of such tools, he sold them at significantly inflated prices. A report, which 

was perhaps exaggerated, claims he made $150,000 a month in those early days.32  

While Brannon’s report triggered the craze in the West, turning San Francisco 

into a ghost town as residents rushed the mining regions, it was Colonel Richard Mason’s 

report and President Polk’s address which incited similar reactions back east. The earliest 

journeys from the first wave of Forty-Niners proved especially dangerous. As Ron 

Powers summarized, at the end of the journey was a “garden of delights on the far end of 

the continent for those willing to risk drowning, freezing, or dying of Panamanian 

mosquito bites to get there.”33 Traditional traveling methods involved one of three 

options: (1) take the overland route, departing from towns such as Saint Josephs, 

Missouri; (2) travel by steamer to the Isthmus of Panama, cross the Isthmus, and hitch a 

ride on a different steamer arriving through the Pacific; or (3) journey by sea around the 

bend of Cape Horn and back up the South American continent.  

All three options presented great difficulties. The third and safest method was also 

the longest. A traveling group like the Hartford Union Mining and Trading Company, for 

example, left Connecticut in December of 1848, set out on the Henry Lee from a pier on 

the East River, New York City in February of 1849, and arrived at the San Francisco Bay 

in September—a trip which took a total of seven months and ten days at sea.34 In a period 

in which prospective miner’s believed they could literally leave the ship and begin 

finding their fortune—so much so that they would abandon their ships in the Bay and 

 
32 Barker, San Francisco Memoirs, 41–42. 
33 Ron Powers, Mark Twain (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2008), 143. 
34The journey of the Hartford Union Mining and Trading Company was meticulously chronicled in a 

journal by a crew member named John Linville Hall, which was later published in 1928. Kevin Starr, 

“Rooted in Barbarous Soil: An Introduction to Gold Rush Society and Culture,” California History 79, 2 

(Summer 2000): 1. 
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head straight for the mines—a seven month journey by sea likely felt like an eternity, in 

spite of the safer passage. The frustration and boredom of such a trip are well-captured in 

the words of Albert Benard de Russaihl: “If I ever want to avenge myself on someone, I 

shall do my best to send him to California by way of Cape Horn. The days of ennui he 

will undergo will more than make up for anything he could have done to me.”35  

 Number two, the most common, presented great danger and difficulties while 

crossing the Isthmus. It was this option that Bayard Taylor chose and chronicled in his 

book. His first-hand account sheds light on the difficulty and danger by detailing a 

yellow-fever outbreak among the locals, the swampy conditions for travel (at one point 

he claims he was wading through mud up to his neck), and the potential for theft or 

swindle from the locals.36  

Even greater dangers existed for those who chose the overland route, where 

disease, starvation and thirst, attacks by natives, losing track of the trail, and a myriad of 

other concerns, often resulted in members of the troupe never making their destination. 

For those who did survive, their journey typically ended in Placerville, where they were 

outfitted in shops like Brannon’s with new clothing, tools, food and supplies (products 

marketed as the Miner’s “Kit”), before disbanding into smaller companies, usually no 

more than eight.37  

 
35 Albert Benard de Russaihl, Last Adventure: San Francisco in 1851, trans. Clarkson Crane (San 

Francisco: The Westgate Press, 1933), xvii. 
36 Bayard Taylor, Eldorado, or, Adventures in the Path of Empire: Comprising a Voyage to California via 

Panama, Life in San Francisco and Monterey, Pictures of the Gold Region and Experiences of Mexican 

Travel (New York: G.P. Putman, 1850), 59. 
37 Malcolm Rohrbough, “’No Boys Play’: Migration and Settlement in the Early Gold Rush California,” in 

Rooted in Barbarous Soil: People, Culture, and Community in Gold Rush California, ed. Kevin Starr and 

Richard J. Orsi (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000), 18. 
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Unlike the sea traveler, who experienced their first exposure to California in the 

Bay of San Francisco, the overland travelers tended to go directly to the mines and only 

later venture into the City. Those who began their journey in San Francisco would later 

hire river passage and either travel north via the Sacramento, ending in towns like 

Sacramento City, Fremont, or Marysville, or venturing further inland via the American 

River to Brighton, Sutter’s Fort, or any of the numerous other small mining towns and 

communities. Conversely, miners could travel south via the San Joaquin River, which led 

to Stockton.38  

Understanding the migration patterns, the difficulty and dangers associated with 

the travel, the length of time and commitment of these journeys, and the intersecting 

nodes at which these travelers would make contact, is especially useful in contextualizing 

this project given that musicians also had to engage with these difficulties.39 It was not 

uncommon, for example, for a traveling musician or actor to be employed for a period in 

San Francisco, then to travel via the rivers and perform in the various mining towns 

before returning to San Francisco for a series of concerts before returning east. The fact 

that so many artists were compelled to make these lengthy and dangerous trips speaks to 

the lucrative potential for musicians in this new El Dorado.40 

 
38 John Stephens provides a helpful map at the beginning of his book which shows the main river towns and 

routes utilized by miners.  
39 Performers were faced with their own difficult decisions as to how best to plan their routes. For example, 

when Henri Herz set out for California in 1849, he chose to travel through Mexico, rather than cross the 

Isthmus. During his sojourn he played a series of concert including Mexico City before eventually arriving 

in San Francisco in March of 1850. As was the case with crossing the Isthmus, this travel route also carried 

inherent dangers. The incredibly popular German soprano Henriette Sontag, for example, died of cholera in 

1854 when traveling this same path through Mexico. R. Allen Lott, From Paris to Peoria: How European 

Piano Virtuosos Brought Classical Music to the American Heartland (New York: Oxford University Press, 

2003), 97–98.   
40 Miska Hauser once called San Francisco the “true El Dorado” (Hauser, 80). This brings up an important 

point about the term: European performers had already used that same locution in regard to New York City, 

only to be disappointed when they weren’t afforded the riches they had hoped. Virginia E. Whealton, 

conversation with the author, June 22, 2020; cf. Virginia E. Whealton, “Travel, Ideology, and the 
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One goal of this dissertation is to engage with the experiential aspects of those 

who chose to travel and settle San Francisco. In essence, a contemplation, revealed 

through period sources, on what it might have felt like to go hear a musician play in one 

of the gambling houses or saloons. In situating this approach, it is essential to first 

understand that the region did have a rich and robust history before gold. As I 

demonstrate in the following chapters, every aspect of the Gold Rush experience either 

directly or indirectly impacted music making. And, as George Martin pointed out, "There 

was music in California before the Gold Rush."41 Because of this, it would be erroneous 

to assume such traditions bore no impact of future performers. The rich history to the 

region, therefore, can be understood as another aspect of the multivalent experiences of 

traveling miners, musicians, and ultimately those who choose to settle the region.

 
Geographical Imagination: Parisian Musical Travelogues, 1830–1870” (PhD diss., Indiana University—

Bloomington, 2018), 258-59, 288–89; Starr, Louis Moreau Gottschalk, 122–24. Hauser’s use of the word 

“true” implies a view that San Francisco might offer the wealth New York City was unable to provide.  
41 Martin, Verdi at the Golden Gate, 9. Emphasis added. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

URBAN DEVELOPMENT 

 

 Understanding the geographical significance of theatre buildings, and the musical 

performances that would have existed within those spaces, requires understanding of the 

complex semiotic interactions between city, neighborhood, theatre, stage, performers, and 

audience. This can be accomplished on the large-scale by considering trends in urban 

development, but also on the micro-level by examining specific personal interactions 

between various peoples, genders, and identities. The goal of this chapter is to examine 

the large-scale details of San Francisco’s urban development in this period, and explore 

how decisions made by the earliest settlers reverberated throughout the following 

decades, directly impacting the aesthetic goals of the period. This wider frame helps 

situate theatres through considering the function of space, particularly within specific 

neighborhoods, and asking why certain types of music-making thrived in certain spaces.  

San Francisco was a brand-new city attempting to create a brand-new identity. 

For some this followed the cultural models employed back East, while for others, 

capitalizing on the influx of money seemed to be the primary motivating factor. A third 

category included those who used San Francisco as a stepping stone of sorts, spending 

winter months and other breaks in the City, while spending the majority of their time in 

the mining fields. Although these miners were not necessarily a direct part of the decision 

making that led to much of the City planning, and were usually left out of the population 

counts, they were nonetheless an important part of the dynamic of early San Francisco 

which, as a port town, saw tens of thousands of people pass through its streets.  
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It should also be noted that for any of these three categories, the “new identity” 

was not concerned with representing the original Spanish settlers, the Californios (a name 

used to describe Mexicans, among other native groups, living in the area prior to the Gold 

Rush), the 150,000 to 170,000 Native Americans living in proximity to the mining towns 

and San Francisco, or the many non-Western ethnic groups who, like the American 

Argonauts, had traveled to the region in search of their own fortunes. Racially motivated 

laws, such as the 1852 Fugitive Slave Act, the Foreign Miner’s Tax of the same year, and 

the 1854 California Supreme Court decision to categorize the Chinese as “Indian” rather 

than “white” since “both were probably descended from the same Asiatic ancestors,” all 

attest to this point.1  

This chapter then attempts to reconstruct what the goals of this “new identity” 

might have looked like—what the minister Timothy Dwight called the “Massachusetts of 

the Pacific” in 1852—and the steps taken to ensure their completion.2 Tracing key urban 

developments, this chapter situates the unique role musical activity played within this 

fast-changing climate. I show how the segregation of neighborhoods, the population 

boom and the ethnic demographics of the 1850s, the expansion of the City’s physical 

parameters and the filling in of the shoreline, the layout and creation of a road system, the 

rapidly shifting economy, the problems associated with gambling, the creation of a police 

force in response to the horrendous impacts of violent crime, and related urban issues, all 

 
1 Sucheng Chan, “A People of Exceptional Character: Ethnic Diversity, Nativism, and Racism in the 

California Gold Rush,” in Rooted in Barbarous Soil: People, Culture, and Community in Gold Rush 

California, ed. Kevin Starr and Richard J. Orsi (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000), 78–80; 

Native American population estimates were also taken from Chan, 50; For more information on the 1854 

California Supreme Court decision see Phillip J. Ethington, “The Structures of Urban Political Life: 

Political Culture in San Francisco, 1850–1880” (PhD diss., Stanford University, Stanford, CA, 1989), 36.   
2 Address given by Pastor Dwight on 22 December 1852; Reprinted from Starr, 15. 



 Jonathan Verbeten, Texas Tech University, August 2020 
 

48 
  

had a direct impact on music making. My synthesis and analysis of these elements zeros-

in on one particular area, Portsmouth Square, which over the span of the decade 

illustrates the urban changes of the City at large.  

An older but still useful analytic method in approaching this form of urban 

development can be found in James Vance’s 1964 Geography and Urban Evolution in 

the San Francisco Bay Area.3 Vance proposes that the development of a city can be 

thought of as a series of allocative decisions made in the past; that is to say decisions 

which related to the distribution of key resources, particularly land.  As it relates to San 

Francisco, the first important allocative decision, by Vance’s definition, pertained to the 

physical space which would define the City’s parameters (in this case the tip of the 

peninsula). The considerably more complex task of defining and allocating space within 

these parameters occupied the next series of decisions. Questions of to whom and to what 

degree land and property are allocated signify some of the most important early decisions 

in any new city.  

By thinking of “urban structure [as] the product of a whole series of allocational 

decisions whose effect is cumulative” we can parse out how the general financial, 

political, and aesthetical goals of early developers permanently impacted the 

development of San Francisco. In fact, San Francisco is rather unique among North 

American cities, because these decisions were already being made prior to the Gold 

Rush, which meant those who arrived after 1849 were omitted from the initial series of 

allocations; their omission was perceived to require rectification in future years. Vance’s 

 
3 James E. Vance, Geography and Urban Evolution in the San Francisco Bay Area (Berkeley: University 

of California Press, 1964). 
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mode of analysis reveals how power structures were reinforced by allocations, leading to 

the higher valuation of some neighborhoods, businesses, and people groups, while at the 

same time ensuring the difficulties of others.4  

Allocative decisions thus left a kind of archaeological stamp on the City, in 

parameters such as street layout, neighborhood development, real-estate value, ethnic 

segregation, and many other areas. Thinking in terms of spatial decisions as an 

intentional means of reinforcing these goals in turn helps hone-in on the function of 

spaces. Such analysis raises useful questions linking where certain people groups 

conducted business, and went to eat, find recreation and entertainment, find employment, 

and so on. As this dissertation peels away and usefully complicates the layers of early 

distinctions between high and low art, allocative decisions rooted in spatiality can be seen 

as playing an important role in reinforcing elites’ aesthetic priorities.  

 

Population and Demographics 

Among the many tropes associated with the Gold Rush, San Francisco as the 

quintessential boom town is one of the more popular and is emblematic of development 

patterns which occurred throughout the West. What was once the small Spanish 

settlement of Yerba Buena and home to the Mission Dolores, consisting of the 300 

settlers Bancroft estimated in 1845, came to exceed 30,000 population by 1850.5 That 

expansionist trend continued throughout the century. By 1860, without numbering 

 
4 Vance, Geography and Urban Evolution, 3. 
5 Bancroft’s estimates are referenced in Malcolm E. Barker, San Francisco Memoirs, 1835–1851: 

Eyewitness Accounts of the Birth of a City (San Francisco: Londonborn Publications, 1994), 38.  
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foreign residents (a consistent omission in California census data from the period), the 

town had grown to 56,000, then 150,000 in 1870, and a whopping 300,000 by 1890.6 The 

California census of 1852, the first major post–Gold Rush set of census data, lists the 

population as 36,154 residents, who are described as either White (35,531), Black (323), 

Mulatto (131), or Domesticated Indian (159). Absent from these totals is a final category, 

Foreign Residents, which was listed as 19,303, but makes no specific differentiation of 

ethnicity. Summing these categories brings the population total to 55,427, an 

exceptionally fast growth rate from the numbers Bancroft estimated a just seven years 

prior.7   

Yet understanding the San Francisco population boom requires a much larger 

contextual knowledge of activity throughout the West Coast. San Francisco was the 

major port of the Gold Rush. Its optimal proximity to both the Pacific Ocean and the San 

Francisco Bay made it an appealing entrepôt for all travelers going to California by sea. 

As Amy Lippert noted, “Eighty-nine thousand gold-seekers came to California by land 

and sea in 1849 alone, and most of them passed through San Francisco on their way to or 

from the Sierra Nevada foothills.”8 Because of the high traffic funneling through the 

Golden Gate, San Francisco was often the first point of contact. Those intending to head 

to the mining towns via the San Joaquin or the Sacramento would first stop in the City, 

purchase supplies, and hire river passage before heading to smaller towns like Placerville, 

 
6 Gunther Barth, Instant Cities: Urbanization and the Rise of San Francisco and Denver (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1975), viii. 
7 J.D.B. DeBow, Statistical View of the United States (Washington: A. O. P. Nicholson, 1854), 394. 
8 Amy K. DeFalco Lippert, Consuming Identities: Visual Culture in Nineteenth-Century San Francisco 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2018), 11. 
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Georgetown, Sutter Creek, San Andreas, Grass Valley, Murphys, and Nevada City. This 

practice typically created a unique flurry of interaction between those who visited the 

City for a short stay before continuing their sojourn into the mountains versus those 

interested in settling the Peninsula, purchasing land, building roads and structures such as 

churches, schools, hospitals, and music halls, and ultimately profiting from the miners.  

Although “Foreign Residents” was dismissively listed as a category outside of the 

population totals, the ethnic and cultural divide in San Francisco, and the larger 

population totals of the state of California, were an equally remarkable part of the Gold 

Rush story. Miners from throughout the world converged on San Francisco, carrying with 

them their own native cultural traditions, languages, religious practices and spaces of 

worship, foods, and modes of entertainment—which included music and theatre: a 

“polyglot implosion and explosion of global peoples,” as Sucheng Chan described it.9 

While reminiscing about those early years in his 1878 book Diaro de un Viaje a 

California, the Chilean Vicente Pérez Rosales captured this experience:  

Most of the people here speak English, good or bad. But you find, at the side of a 

lean yankee in tight pants, others recognizable by their clothing or accent. There 

is a stocky John Bull [Englishman], a Chinaman, a Hindu, a Russian, and a native 

Californio, all trying to converse. A Chilean and an Oregonian are watching each 

 
9 Chan, “People of Exceptional Character,” 4; The relationship between immigrant traditions and music 

was also suggested by Leta E. Miller who wrote: “The city had grown up haphazardly—with little or no 

urban planning—as the locus of the gold rush, and it boasted a fiercely independent population of 

adventurers hailing from Europe, Asia, and the eastern United States. These immigrants, of course, brought 

with them not only their material possessions but also their musical cultures, fostering a fascinating, if at 

times unrefined, sonic diversity.” Leta E. Miller, Music and Politics in San Francisco: From the 1906 

Quake to the Second World War (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011), 1.  
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other suspiciously. A Frenchman and an Italian are winking at a Hawaiian girl 

crowned with flowers and clad in a blue dress and red shoes.10 

 

The Chileans were one of the first groups of non–United States citizens to converge on 

San Francisco, representing one of the largest migrant populations during the early 

decade.11 Rosales’ unique perspective captures how strange it must have been for so 

many different cultural groups and ethnicities to converge on such a relatively small 

space. His statement, “at the side of a lean yankee in tight pants,” and his reference to a 

“Chilean and an Oregonian” and a “Frenchman and Italian winking at a Hawaiian girl,” 

illustrate not only the close physical contact and language barriers, but possibly even 

kinesthetic exchanges and interactions between these various groups.  

 In 1852, the Monumental Engine Company advertised a Grand Ball which 

promised the presence of “500 ladies.” Rumors on how Monumental had been able to 

secure such a female presence claimed they were “shipped” from as far away as Saint 

Joseph’s, Missouri.12 Whether or not the Company was successful in their endeavor, the 

story highlights yet another complicated demographic relationship in Gold Rush San 

Francisco: the disproportionate makeup of men and woman. The 1852 City Directory 

recorded 39,888 immigrants who arrived by sea, of whom only 1,421 were female.13 

Those figures provide a ratio of twenty-eight men to every woman. Female sexuality was 

 
10 Vicente Pérez Rosales, Diario de un Viaje a California, February 9, 1849; Reprinted and Translated by 

Edwin A. Beilharz and Carlos U. López, We Were ’49ers! Chilean Accounts of the California Gold Rush 

(Pasadena: Ward Ritchie Press, 1976), 23. 
11 Malcolm E. Barker, San Francisco Memoirs, 1835–1851: Eyewitness Accounts of the Birth of a City 

(San Francisco: Londonborn Publications, 1994), 134. 
12 Information on the event and the alleged “shipment” of females can be found in Samuel Dickson, Tales 

of San Francisco: Comprising San Francisco is your Home, San Francisco Kaleidoscope, and The Streets 

of San Francisco (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1957), 21.  
13 Barker, San Francisco Memoirs, 156. 



 Jonathan Verbeten, Texas Tech University, August 2020 
 

53 
  

often exploited for monetary gain and prostitution was a common means of employment, 

especially among immigrant populations. By 1860, the census reported eighty-six percent 

of the Chinese women living in San Francisco worked as prostitutes.14              

The gender gap in San Francisco represents a demographic phenomenon which 

directly impacted musical performances. Saloons, gambling halls, and theatres realized 

the lucrative potential for exploiting this disparity. Erotically charged visual ephemera 

was widely circulated and venues adorned their walls with expensive lewd paintings. The 

French residents in San Francisco used similar methods in their café-chantants, which 

enticed their patrons with tableaux vivants (still-life recreations of famous paintings) that 

allowed women to pose nude under the guise of artistic representation.15 Performers also 

monetized this craze. Lola Montez’s titillating “spider dance,” which had been criticized 

as “wickedness” and “folly” by the New York Press, found a welcome audience at the 

American Theatre.16 And a decade later, Adah Isaacs Menken’s equestrian performances 

continued to entice the male gaze with her flesh-colored costuming. The biggest 

celebrities of the early decade were operatic divas, in part because they provided men an 

opportunity to gaze upon a woman for the duration of the concert. As I explore in later 

chapters, female performers continued to capture the hearts of their predominantly male 

audiences and savvy proprietors were keenly aware of how best to exploit this desire. 

 
14 Lippert, Consuming Identities, 235. 
15 Lippert’s book includes a chapter on visual representations of eroticism in Gold Rush San Francisco. She 

details, through primary source recollections, the images associated with gambling halls, the café-

chantants, Chinese brothels, and the various printed ephemera changing hands at the wharves and saloons. 

Amy DeFalco Lippert, “Visual Desire: Love, Lust, and Virtual Reality” (225–266), Consuming Identities: 

Visual Culture in Nineteenth-Century San Francisco (New York: Oxford University Press, 2018), 225–265.  
16 Misha Berson, "The San Francisco Stage Part I: From Gold Rush to Golden Spike, 1849–1869," San 

Francisco Performing Arts Library & Museum Journal, no. 2 (Fall 1989): 55. 
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The Development of Portsmouth Square 

In April of 1851, a legislative act was passed to formalize the city boundaries. The 

new boundaries were described as follows:  

On the south, by a line parallel with Clay street, two and a half miles distant, in a  

southerly direction, from the centre of Portsmouth Square; on the west, by a line  

parallel with Kearney street, two miles distant, in a westerly direction, from the  

centre of Portsmouth Square.17 

  

Portsmouth Square seems to have been treated as an axis point upon which the 

boundaries were drawn, noting the significance and centrality of the area. Beyond this, 

the Plaza also appears to have served as a de facto dividing line between some of the 

early immigrant neighborhoods. Like many American cities, San Francisco has a long 

history of naming neighborhoods, a tradition dating back to the Gold Rush, which is still 

very much a part of the region’s dynamics today with names like North and South Beach, 

SoMA, The Mission District, Twin Peaks, Japan Town, and many others. Historically, 

these neighborhoods often correlated with segregation along socio-demographic lines, 

and their names reflected ethnic residency.  

Maps from the period make it clear that already in 1851 neighborhoods with 

ethnically-inspired names bordered the Plaza. For example, the area to the southeast of 

the Square was initially called the French Quarter, while to the west lay Chinatown, and 

to the north a series of immigrant neighborhoods which included Little Chile, Sydney 

Town, and the Italian North Beach. 18 These immigrant neighborhoods were generally 

 
17 Frank Soulé, John H. Gihon, and James Nisbet, The Annals of San Francisco (New York: D. Appleton, 

1855; reprint, Berkeley, CA: Berkeley Hills Books, 1999), 325. 
18 Hubert Howe Bancroft, The Works of Hubert Bancroft, vol. 6, History of California (San Francisco: A. 

L. Bancroft & Co., 1882–1890), 169. To support his claims, Bancroft provides a map containing these 

neighborhood names from 1851–52 which was compiled by W. M. Eddy in January of 1851 and published 
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poor: the wealthiest residents tended instead to purchase real-estate at either Nob Hill or 

Russian Hill, though some ventured to Pacific Heights.19 However, since much of the 

early businesses thrived on or near the Plaza, residents from all neighborhoods would 

typically pass through the area on a given day. Given the centrality and functionality of 

Portsmouth Square, as well as its proximity to immigrant communities, the area can 

therefore be understood as a microcosm of the diversity present in the City at large and a 

site of multicultural exchange. 

One of the first structures on the Plaza was called the Old Wooden Schoolhouse 

(often referred to as the Public Institute or simply the Institute), built in 1848 on the north 

side of Clay street, midway between Dupont (now called Grant avenue) and Kearny.20 

The small redwood building served variously as a school, music hall, police headquarters, 

political meeting space, and a place of “Divine Worship” on Sundays led by the 

Protestant Rev. T.D. Hunt.21 In its place today sits a plaque (Fig. 1), which was erected 

by the Masons of the State of California in 1957. 

 To the east of the school sat the California Exchange, a key financial institution 

which could exchange gold for currency. The Exchange was erected in 1850 on the 

northeast corner of Clay and Kearny and, astonishingly, survived all the major fires of the 

early 1850s before being intentionally razed in 1860. The building served a variety of 

 
in Kimball’s 1852 directory. Period sources use the terminology as well, for example De Russaihl wrote 

that Commercial Street, which was a block southeast of the Plaza is where “many Frenchmen live, and 

which is consequently called Frenchtown (6).”   
19 Dickson, Tales of San Francisco, 19. 
20 Works Progress Administration, Northern California, San Francisco, San Francisco Theatre Research, 

vol. 15, Theatre Buildings, ed. Lawrence Estevan (San Francisco: Works Progress Administration, 1940), 

240.    
21 Soulé, Annals, 207.  
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functions which included housing the Mercantile Library and the Young Men's Christian 

Association in 1853, serving as the headquarters of the "law and order troops" in 1856, 

and operating as the Post Office in the latter part of the decade. By night, the large open 

space was converted to a saloon and dance hall.22 

The need for buildings which could fulfill diverse utilitarian functions (because, 

despite constant construction, large buildings were in short supply) generated a complex 

series of semiotic associations within a given space or structure. That the California 

Exchange could be a place associated with gold transference by day and a place for 

dancing and drinking by night, or the schoolhouse’s function for worship, education, and 

politics, imbued these structures with many layers of meaning.     

 

Figure 3.1. Commemorative Plaque at the site of the Old Wooden Schoolhouse23 

 
22 Estevan, Theatre Buildings, 15:31. 
23 Jonathan Verbeten, Photograph of Plaque Commemorating the Old Wooden Schoolhouse, December 

2018, Portsmouth Square, San Francisco, CA.  
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Similar layers were likewise evident in the outdoor activities surrounding these 

same structures. Bayard Taylor’s 1850 El Dorado, for example, provides colorful 

commentary on the daily experiences which took place at Portsmouth Square, an area 

through which he estimated thousands of people passed on a daily basis.24 The Square 

was not only home to theatres and saloons, but also the site of shops and hotels, such as 

the famous Parker House and City Hotel, businesses like Wright and Company’s Miner’s 

Bank (the first bank in San Francisco), some of the earliest Police headquarters, and, 

eventually government offices like the Post Office and City Hall.25 In addition to the 

various business and recreational purposes, the Plaza was also the site of open-air rallies, 

concerts, sermons, parades, circus acts, an ampitheatre, and saw a variety of other uses.26   

First-hand accounts suggest San Francisco was a noisy place and Portsmouth 

Square was the site bustling with the most activity. Taylor’s book, for example, took 

special care to emphasize attributes of the sound the Square possessed. Having stayed at 

the Parker House on the Plaza during his second sojourn, he recalled noises having 

already begun by 6:30 in the morning. Hotels rang bells or hammered gongs to alert their 

patrons that breakfast was served, and by sunrise, the abundance of new construction 

 
24 Bayard Taylor, Eldorado, or, Adventures in the Path of Empire: Comprising a Voyage to California via 

Panama, Life in San Francisco and Monterey, Pictures of the Gold Region and Experiences of Mexican 

Travel (New York: G.P. Putman, 1850), 59.    
25 Hellen Throop Purdy, “Portsmouth Square,” California Historical Society Quarterly 3, no. 1 (April 

1924): 37. 
26 For example, the Annals (288) recalls a funeral procession for President Taylor on the Square in 1850, 

noting that it opened with a prayer by the Rev. Augustus Fitch, followed by a eulogy from the Hon. Elean 

Heydenfeldt. Likewise, December 3, 1849, Rev. William Taylor announced he would hold an open-air 

sermon at the Square (Purdy, “Portsmouth Square,” 36). Many municipal and political events also took 

place on the Square, including the selling of the first-round of water lots and the public hangings by the 

Vigilance Committee (both addressed later in the chapter).  
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meant hammers striking. He described the “noise, motion and bustle of business and 

labor on all sides [as] incessant.”27  

The residents, living in their “tents and canvas houses,” spent most of their time 

outdoors or visiting these various establishments. Taylor described outdoor food vendors 

“selling cakes and sweetmeats,” who likely shouted out sales while competing with 

peddlers and merchants who sold everything from months-old newspapers to matchsticks 

and toothpicks.28 In one notable event, a bull even got loose and charged the crowd.29 

Like the multi-faceted functions of the buildings, soundscape also carried semiotic 

meaning and social and cultural implications. It occupied a physical space which 

manifested the energy, excitement, and adventure associated with Gold Rush California, 

while also forcing close sonic proximity and cultural exchange between the many various 

migrant groups who were suddenly thrust together.  

Using language similar to Rosales, Taylor reflected on the multi-cultural curiosity 

which seems to have enraptured the town, describing the people on the Plaza running “to 

and fro” on streets as: 

Yankees of every possible variation, native Californios in sarapes and sombreros, 

Chilians, Sonorians, Kanakas from Hawaii, Chinese with long tails, Malays armed 

 
27 Taylor, El Dorado, 109.  
28 Taylor, El Dorado, 114; Albert Benard de Russaihl Last Adventure: San Francisco in 1851, trans. 

Clarkson Crane (San Francisco: The Westgate Press, 1933). De Russaihl recalled the need and 

marketability of basic commodities. He told the story of how he was able to set up an outdoor booth and 

sell boxes of toothpicks he had brought from home (about 248 boxes according to his recollection). Asking 

fifty cents per box, he was able to sell the entire collection in a short afternoon. Stories like this were all too 

common, often people would report using old newspapers to line their luggage only to find that these were 

incredibly valuable to the news-starved residents of San Francisco. Newly arriving visitors would not 

bother opening a merchant’s shop or securing a storefront for these kinds of sales, instead they were done 

in the open-air, either near one of the docks, or in many cases at the Plaza.     
29 Taylor, El Dorado, 114; This was likely an escaped animal from Foley’s Ampitheatre, situated on the 

western border of the Square, where part of an evening’s entertainment often included bear and bull fights.  
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with their everlasting creeses, and others in whose embrowned and bearded 

visages it was impossible to recognize any especial nationality.30  

 

Surely the soundscape of such a place would also speak to the greater sense of diversity 

in the manner of languages represented, an experience similar to that of the mining towns 

described in 1852 by Dame Shirley:  

You will hear in the same day… almost at the same time, the lofty melody of the 

Spanish language, the piquant polish of the French… the silver, changing 

clearness of the Italian, the harsh gangle of the German, the hissing precision of 

the English, the liquid sweetness of the Kanaka, and the sleep-inspiring languor of 

the East Indian.31  

 

Diversity of language was visually common as well, where one could see “all kinds of 

signs” on the buildings in “all kinds of languages;” these signs symbolized a banquet of 

other cultural institutions, such as food. “There are French restaurants on the Plaza and on 

Dupont street; an extensive German establishment on Pacific street; the Fonda Peruana; 

the Italian Confectionary; and three Chinese Houses,” as Taylor recalled.32 If San 

Francisco is to be thought of as the site of the international convergence associated with 

the Gold Rush, with all the cultural implications such a convergence carries, then 

Portsmouth Square might be understood as the hub within the City where such exchanges 

took place.   

Yet by the mid-decade the location was already beginning to fall out of public 

favor. In 1854, the lawyer J.J. Chauviteau published a report titled The Plaza, 

 
30 Taylor, El Dorado, 55. 
31 Louise Amelia Knapp Smith Clappe, The Shirley Letters: Being Letters Written in 1851–1852 from the 

California Mines by “Dame Shirley”, with an introduction by Richard E. Oglesby (Santa Barbara and Salt 

Lake City: Peregrine Smith, 1970), 109. 
32 Taylor, El Dorado, 55 and 117. 
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(Portsmouth Square,) San Francisco, as it Should and May Be, in which he called for a 

$300,000 renovation fund to beautify the area.33 Chauviteau’s proposal questions why 

such an important part of the City should be permitted to fall into disrepair in such a short 

period and why the City’s economic forces seemed unable or uninterested in funding 

renewal. The remainder of the chapter will address these questions. Here however, and in 

light of the larger project of this dissertation, it is important to note that the space 

continued to thrive as a theatre district even after other businesses left. And that unique 

space, and the complexities surrounding the shift, resulted in a geographical locus where 

the melodeons could thrive.    

 

Expansion of the City and the Selling of Water Lots 

While tunneling for San Francisco’s Muni Metro Turnback Project (MMTP) in 

December of 1994, a Gold Rush era ship, possibly the steamer Rome, was uncovered.34 

The find delayed the project and necessitated archeological removal and recovery. This 

archaeological undertaking recalls a curious tradition dating back to the Gold Rush: 

passenger ships were frequently abandoned in the harbor, as their residents excitedly 

sought passage to the Mother Lode and awaiting fortune. The practice left the City in a 

precarious situation, as the harbor became overpopulated with empty and derelict ships. 

 
33 The Plaza (Portsmouth Square), As it Should and May Be, according to the plan proposed by JJ 

Chauviteau, Esq., P F869 S3.9 P56, The Bancroft Library, University of California-Berkeley, Berkeley, 

CA.  
34 James M. Allan, “’Sheep in the Tunnel’: A Gold Rush-Era Ship Beneath Your Feet,” Society for 

California Archeology Conference Proceedings (March 1997): 118–30. In his article, Allan lays out a 

compelling case for why this ship might be the steamer Rome, which was sunk by Captain Fred Lawson in 

1852. Allan bases his theory on information provided in an 1890 interview with Captain Lawson, which 

was printed in the San Francisco Examiner.  
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In a town where certain natural resources were scant, wood was a prized commodity, so 

many of these ships were dismantled and used for construction. In some instances, ships 

were brought to shore and repurposed, as was the famed Niantic, which became the 

Niantic Hotel. 

A third option for dealing with abandoned ships, and the one seemingly chosen 

for the Rome, was to sink them in the harbor. An 1890 article in the San Francisco 

Examiner helps reveal the rationale behind this seemingly bizarre practice by recounting 

Captain Fred Lawson’s experience with sinking a ship 38 years earlier.35 Lawson 

described how he had purchased the ship Rome, what he called a “Russian hulk,” for 

about $1,000. He was able to convert this investment into a $5,000 payment from a man 

named Joseph Galloway for “scuttling” it into the cove and sinking it.  This was a 

surprisingly common practice, which in turn yielded a subterranean scattering of ships 

buried under the streets. In 2017, for example, National Geographic magazine published 

a series of maps and an accompanying article which theorized where these ships might be 

today, this in turn a reminder of the strong fascination these abandoned ships play in 

regional identity.36  

Ships were buried, in part, to fill-in shallower coves, and thus to expand the 

square footage of lucrative waterfront property lines. It was a means-to-an-end for two 

problems which faced the nascent city: (1) the harbor had been overrun with abandoned 

ships; and (2) the prime waterfront real-estate had already been divided in earlier years. 

 
35 Allan, “Sheep in the Tunnel,” 119. 
36 Greg Miller, “New Map Reveals Ships Buried Below San Francisco,” National Geographic, June 2, 

2017, accessed March 5, 2019, https://news.nationalgeographic.com/2017/05/map-ships-buried-san-

francisco/. 
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On January 3, 1850, a sale of four hundred and thirty-four water lots by the municipal 

authorities took place at Portsmouth Square, resulting in $635,130 profit for the City. The 

sale was the result of an amendment passed on October 3 of the previous year and was 

the first of a practice which would be replicated until about 1854.37 As San Francisco 

grew, and real-estate values and purposes changed, the lure of expanding the waterfront 

may have been one method for reestablishing rights to the most financially viable real-

estate.  

Once sold, these lots could be filled-in and used for commercial purposes, 

generally by merchants and warehouses. They thus became another scheme for quick 

profit, like hunting for gold or the high stakes games of faro and monte. As Olmsted puts 

it, “speculation was so feverish in the city’s population that it spread from gambling 

tables to real-estate, and deeds for the city’s waterlots were swapped and sold as if they 

were cards dealt on green felt cloth.”38 The location was advantageous for its proximity 

to the returning miners and easy access to the Pacific Ocean, and all people coming to 

and from San Francisco were likely to pass through these zones.  

However, filling in the coves was hardly an exact science, as James Allan noted: 

“Cross-connecting piers or streets on piles were built between the wharves, and the 

owners of the enclosed water lots subsequently filled their holdings with sand, rubble, 

and whatever other materials they could conveniently obtain.”39 Early maps from the 

 
37 Soulé, Annals, 264. 
38 Jack McIlroy, Mary Praetzellis, Nancy Olmsted, and Roger Wolcott Olmsted, Vanished community: 

19th-century San Francisco neighborhoods: from Fourth Street to Mission Creek and beyond: 

archaeological research design and treatment plan for the SF-80 Bayshore viaduct seismic retrofit projects 

in the city and county of San Francisco (Rohnert Park, CA: Anthropological Studies Center, Sonoma State 

University Academic Foundation), 58. 
39 Allan, “Gold Rush Era Ships,” 119. 
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period show extended wharves which jettisoned into the cove, only later to become actual 

streets.40 In fact, a map of water lots to be sold at Henry Meiggs’ Music Hall in 1853 

shows a series of properties, which did not yet exist on a Coast Survey’s map printed in 

the same year.41 The most ambitious land reclamation occurred at Yerba Buena Cove, a 

shoreline which ran from Clark’s Point in the North to Rincon Point in the South. It was 

for this cove that the water lots came which were sectioned and sold at the Music Hall: a 

part of San Francisco which now encompasses portions of the Financial District, the 

Embarcadero, and historic Jackson Square.  

That expansion had a lasting impact, beyond the simple redistribution of 

financially viable real estate, particularly on the future of Portsmouth Square. A helpful 

illustration (Fig. 2) shows the intersection of Kearny and Clay Streets in 1850, providing 

a view of the Square, with Yerba Buena Cove visible in the background.42 The image 

helps us visualize several important interactions central to the early function of the 

Square. The large fleet of ships (possibly abandoned) in the cove confirms the location as 

a primary spot for docking before entering the City, while the sheer amount of horses and 

people depicted is consistent with assessments that thousands of people passed through 

the area on a given day. The image also shows the Square’s proximity to the waterfront, 

and clearly depicts a line of traffic in both directions between Portsmouth Square and 

Yerba Buena Cove.  

 
40 For example, the 1853 U.S. Coast Survey’s City of San Francisco and Its Vicinity, which was described 

by the California Department of Transportation as “the earliest precise image of an untouched landscape.” 

(McIlroy, Vanished Communities, 50). 
41 “Map of waterlot property to be sold on Monday, Dec., 26th, 1853, at the Music Hall, Bush St. by the 

City of San Francisco, James J. Gardiner,” FF2H19, The Bancroft Library, University of California-

Berkeley, Berkeley, CA.   
42 Soulé, Annals, 270. 
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Figure 3.2. A view from Portsmouth Square of the Yerba Buena Cove  

prior to shoreline expansion43 

 

The proximity to water was especially relevant in a predominantly walking 

society. Early maps, which include the original waterline of the cove, reveal that the 

initial location of the Square was roughly a block away from access to the bay, while 

later maps show the Square as roughly eight blocks away. Given that the wharves 

functioned as key sites of interaction between miner’s and residents, the likelihood of 

such a high-traffic flow would have significantly diminished as a result of this reduction 

in proximity. 

Indeed, businesses did continue to move eastward towards to the ever-expanding 

coastline. For example, it was one block east of the Square, on Montgomery between 

 
43 “Historic View of Portsmouth Square, 1850,” HABS CAL, 38-SANFRA, 88, Historic American 

Buildings Survey, Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division Washington, D.C., accessed 

February 18, 2020, https://www.loc.gov/item/ca0860/.  
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Washington and Merchant, that a New York-born architect named Gordon Cummings 

built a massive four-story building called Montgomery Block in 1853 (Fig. 3). The 

compilers of the 1854 City Directory wrote “this building is the largest and most 

tastefully finished on the Pacific Coast, and by its extent, solidity and architectural 

beauty, would attract attention in any city of the Union.”44 Such a quote implies a 

regional sense of pride in urban progress, as residents expanded their City both outward 

and upward, and a self-conscious desire to create architecture which “would attract 

attention in any city of the union.” Montgomery Block contained 150 offices which 

included a hardware store, real-estate brokers, investors and bankers, a bookseller and 

stationary business, many personal offices, and even housed the U.S. Army Pacific 

Division Corps of Engineers.45 

The Block may have been one of the most ambitious buildings in the West, but it 

also represented a physical as well as metaphorical blockade between the Plaza and the 

waterfront: a harbinger of the shifting real-estate values and the decentralization of 

Portsmouth Square. The visual perspective in the image of Portsmouth Square (Fig. 2) 

was impossible after the construction of Montgomery Block, as a clear view and access 

to the Bay were replaced with a massive structure emblematic of progress and expansion. 

It was therefore, perhaps, for a variety of such reasons that Chauviteau already 

recognized in 1854 a need for government-funded preservation, beautification, and 

maintenance, to protect a historical site which appeared to be rapidly becoming obsolete. 

 
44 LeCount and Strong, San Francisco city directory for the year 1854 (San Francisco: The San Francisco 

Herald, 1854), 190.  
45 Ibid.; U.S. Pacific Division offices listed on 262. 
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Figure 3.3. Montgomery Block in 186246 

Thus, the physical landscape of San Francisco took on a wholly different 

appearance in a few short years. Aided by a large labor force and new technology, the 

sandy mainland was also redistributed and leveled to make way for new buildings and 

roads. J.S. Hittell recalled the magnitude of this shift when writing about the new steam 

paddy:  

At one move it could pick up a cubic yard of sand or gravel (or nearly twice as 

much as could be hauled by a single horse and a cart) and then swing it around on 

 
46 Image taken from Kevin Starr, “Rooted in Barbarous Soil: An Introduction to Gold Rush Society and 

Culture,” California History 79, no. 2 (Summer 2000): 18. 
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a crane over a railway car into which the load was discharged. The steam paddy 

was at work from 1852 until 1854… almost constantly, sometimes moving two 

thousand five hundred tons a day, and for a while two were employed. The steam 

shovel could not work anywhere save in the sand, but there were five thousand 

acres of it that needed leveling.47  

 

Indeed, the small peninsula not only saw its shores expanded into the bay, but also its 

land leveled, and its grounds made sturdier. This process inherently included a complex, 

and therefore revealing, redistribution of real-estate. 

Going back to Vance’s model of a city’s history as a series of allocative decisions, 

it may be said that leveling the land and selling off water lots was a means of re-

allocating prized real-estate—and that specific decisions reflect shifts in socio-economic 

power. As in so many other historical examples of reinforcing power-structures, the 

redistribution of property privileged those of means while disempowering those who 

obtained land prior to the Gold Rush. The land, be it the physical earth on the mainland 

peninsula, or the promise of property not yet filled-in, was divided and sold with little 

attempt to account for earlier landowners. The Californio Statesman Mariano Vallejo 

remembered it this way: “The Yankees are wonderful people. If they emigrated to hell 

itself, they would somehow manage to change the climate. They would divide the place 

and auction it for profit.”48 Californios who lived in the region prior to the Gold Rush, 

and any other inhabitants who had previously acquired land, were all subject to 

diminishing values at the expense of an ever-expanding coastline. In this moment, 

Commodore Sloat’s 1847 promise that “All peoples holding titles to real-estate, or in 

 
47 Reprinted from McIlroy, Vanished Communities, 53.  
48 Ibid., 58.  
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quiet possession of the lands under the color of right, should have their titles and rights 

guaranteed to them,” meant very little. Land obtained by earlier residents was either 

taken, with the backing of the newly created U.S. Land Commission, or they watched the 

value of their properties decline as the shoreline was filled.49              

 

A Gold-Based Economy and the Allure of Gambling 

After Brannon’s proclamation of “Gold! In the American River,” San Francisco 

became a bit of ghost town as residents succumbed to “gold fever.” On May 27, 1848, 

Edward Kemble wrote: “Never within the last three years has the town presented a less 

lifelike, more barren appearance than at the present time, never so inactive, so void of stir 

as at present.”50 Businesses shut down. The California Star, for whom Kemble was 

editor, stopped publication due to lack of readership. Workers from all forms of 

business—merchants and storeowners, restaurants and bakers, laborers—all left for the 

opportunity to seek their fortunes. Government-funded entities like the Post Office and 

Law Enforcement found themselves unable to offer wages which would compete with the 

windfalls thought to be possible in the gold fields. The lack of these basic amenities 

would prove costly in the ensuing months as the once-small settlement, turned ghost town 

due to the mass exodus of residents, suddenly became the central port town for the tens of 

thousands of new gold-seekers.   

This frenzy epitomizes the earliest moments of the Gold-Rush and the chaos 

which would ensue. Although the miners eventually returned with newly acquired wealth 

 
49 McIlroy, Vanished Communities, 58–59. 
50 The California Star, 27 May 1848; Reprinted from Barker, San Francisco Memoirs, 43. 
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and a desire to spend it, the City itself struggled to provide the most basic needs such as 

law enforcement, hospitals, or adequate governing bodies. Drinking and gambling 

establishments proved the most lucrative and thus the most common types of businesses. 

As Misha Berson noted, San Francisco had dozens of “gambling houses, saloons, billiard 

parlors, dance halls, and brothels… before it had a good hospital or a decent school.”51 

While already in 1852, The Daily Alta California reported the City had “350 licensed 

saloons, twenty-seven "dancing and fandago houses," eighteen gambling halls, and four 

theatres.”52  

The discovery of gold at John Sutter’s Mill in January of 1848 was the progenitor 

of unprecedented financial growth and monetary exchange. Yet even though the lure of 

getting-rich-quick played such a prominent role in the Gold Rush story, the reality of it 

was short lived. While some miners did find gold and made their fortune, most did not. 

Others found gold and quickly lost it through poor management due to issues like 

gambling or the highly inflated circumstances in San Francisco. Early San Francisco had 

“a mercurial economy [which] swung sharply from boom to bust, and back again, 

rendering everyone’s fortunes ephemeral,” as Kevin Starr puts it.53  

With large amounts of gold coming into San Francisco via returning miners, and a 

dearth of resources coming in from the Pacific, the City experienced a certain level of 

 
51 Berson, “The San Francisco Stage,” 59. 
52 Daily Alta California, June 1852; Quoted from Martin, 44. Here an understanding of the term theatres is 

helpful. The Daily Alta was likely not considering circus venues, amphitheatres, or saloons as theatres (in 

part because they’re differentiating theatres from “’dancing and fandago’ houses, saloons, and gambling 

halls”), in spite of the fact that these venues often put on concerts and theatrical productions. It is worth 

noting that their definition of “theatre” may carry some bias as to what might have been considered 

“legitimate” versus purely entertaining. A trend explored more fully in later chapters.   
53 Starr, California, vii.  
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hyper-inflation, especially on the cost of basic commodities, shelter, food, and alcohol. 

This demand expanded to include lodging, as well: perhaps the most successful hotel in 

the early years was the Parker House, situated on the east side of Portsmouth Square and 

owned by Robert A. Parker and John Henry Brown (the latter also worked as the caterer 

for the City Hotel). In his memoirs, Reminiscences and Incidents, Brown claimed that 

every room of the Parker House was continuously rented out and “many times it [took] 

over a thousand dollars’ worth of wine for one dinner-table,” numbers which are 

staggering even by today’s standards.  

Robert Parker seized on yet another profitable opportunity by renting out the 

upper floor of his venue as a billiard-room, along with tables for faro, monte, and 

roulette. The gambling venture, though short-lived, reportedly earned Parker $10,000 per 

month in rent alone.54 Such stories are corroborated by Taylor, who describes the 

“enormous and unnatural” value of property in San Francisco, before claiming the Parker 

House brought in $110,000 yearly paid by “gamblers, who held yearly the second 

story.”55 Such value of course could never be sustainable, and as such represents only a 

glimpse of the enormous wealth associated with this period, but it is worth noting that the 

locus for this flow of vast sums was in buildings situated on Portsmouth Square—still, to 

that point, the most lucrative real-estate.     

Gambling was the most popular form of recreation and stories of massive 

amounts of money exchanging hands were common. The Plaza was home to many such 

venues: the El Dorado, Parker House, and Dennison’s Exchange to the east, the Verandah 

 
54 Reprinted from Barker, San Francisco Memoirs, 126–128. 
55 Taylor, El Dorado, 57. 
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and Aguila de Oro to the west, and the Bella Union and St. Charles at the northern point 

along Washington Street.56 These dingy and smoke-filled rooms were also some of the 

first places in San Francisco to employ musicians, as Colville noted in his 1856 City 

Directory:  

In such places men needed not drink as a prelude to intoxication. They could 

absorb it through nostrils and poses of their skin, and, in addition, bands of music 

helped the excited and diverted the self-examination and reflection of those who 

stood within those alluring hells.57  
 

There were many attributes relating to the unique situation in San Francisco 

which led to the popularity and ubiquity of these venues. One important consideration is 

the large amount of money exchanging hands between young men. Extravagant spending 

on commodities and amusements was, in part, due to the predominantly male presence 

and lack of family ties. Perhaps a young man of similar means back East would spend his 

evenings at home with his family, but such a scenario in this particular moment and 

locale was highly unlikely. Instead men could typically either returned “home” to an 

overcrowded and expensive boarding house, where rats and disease were common and 

cots in short supply, or they slept in canvas tents. Many were in fact homeless, though not 

due to a lack of financial resources.  

Such living conditions, paired with the excessive levels of gold, generated a need 

for clean buildings, food and drink, and an insatiable desire for amusement. Daniel 

Woods wrote in 1851 of a young man from a religious family who bet his entire earnings 

on a flip of a card. When asked about his family’s reaction, the young man said he would 

 
56 Taylor, El Dorado, 118. 
57 Samuel Colville, San Francisco Directory (San Francisco: Commercial Steam Press, 1856), xvii. 
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trade all of his winnings to ensure his mother never learned of his behavior. In response 

to Woods’ inquiry as to why he gambled at all, the man replied, "I came not here to 

gamble, but to find amusement; and can you tell me what other amusement is within my 

reach?"58  

In his 2006 Imperial Cities, Gray Brechin traced the intake of gold from the 

earliest years until it spiked in 1852, after which point, the gold began to wane. Individual 

miners found themselves unable to unearth the large amounts of gold found in earlier 

years, while larger companies bought up tracts of land and moved in with mechanized 

equipment, monopolizing gold production. This scarcity in turn led to an incredibly fast 

drop in the amount of gold circulating, and in turn to a mini-recession of sorts.59 By 

February 23 of 1855, a day which came to be known as Black Friday, the Miner’s 

Exchange, Wells Fargo, Robinson & Co., and several other banks, failed to meet the 

demands of their clients: a financial panic ensued.60   

In less than five years the City had gone from flourishing through a major influx 

of monetary resources to a rapid weaning of these same resources. As a result, while 

gold-seekers lost their fortunes, it was the merchants and business owners who became 

wealthiest. The shift in the regional economy in turn left San Francisco in what was yet 

another crisis of identity; so many people had come to the area with the dream of 

acquiring wealth through the discovery of gold, and now were forced to either stay and 

 
58 Gary Kurutz, “Popular Culture on the Golden Shore,” in Rooted in Barbarous Soil: People, Culture, and 

Community in Gold Rush San Francisco, ed. Kevin Starr and Richard J. Orsi (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 2000), 287. 
59 Gray Brechin, Imperial San Francisco: Urban Power, Earthly Ruin (Berkeley: University of California 

Press, 2006), 30–38. 
60 James R. Smith, San Francisco’s Lost Landmarks (Fresno, CA: Craven Street Books, 2005), 207.  
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settle the region or return home without the treasures they had dreamt of when setting out 

for California. In an economy where gambling was common and gold was plentiful (at 

least initially), and where wealth changed hands at a rapid rate, crime also thrived, and 

the criminality of the area became yet another chapter in the Gold Rush story.   

 

The Problem of Crime and the Administration of Justice 

Classic portrayals of old San Francisco often conjure associations with a series of 

tropes such as lawlessness, gambling, prostitution, danger, adventure, murder, and other 

forms of transgression and degradation. This portrayal was propagated, and perhaps 

romanticized, by authors of early to mid-twentieth-century secondary literature, of which 

Herbert Asbury’s 1933 Barbary Coast can be viewed as a primary example.61 Asbury 

chronicled the violence associated with two rival gangs, the Hounds, who hailed from 

New York City, and the Sydney Ducks. His work particularly focused on the dangers 

associated with an area that came to be known as the Barbary Coast, a neighborhood 

whose parameters he defined as a nine-block radius beginning on the northeast corner of 

Portsmouth Square, and the epicenter of whose danger was the intersection of 

Montgomery and Washington.  

The name of the neighborhood itself hearkens back to the Barbary pirates who 

terrorized the coastal regions of North Africa. Stories suggest the name’s usage in 

California is based on the tale of a sailor who visited San Francisco at some point in the 

1860s, and claimed the area was more dangerous than the North African pirate 

 
61 Herbert Asbury, The Barbary Coast: An Informal History of the San Francisco Underworld (New York: 

A. A. Knopf, 1933).   
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strongholds. By the 1870s the term was widely circulated, as evidenced in an 1871 article 

by Albert S. Evans, a local editor for the Alta California: 

Every city on earth has its special sink of vice, crime and degradation, its running 

ulcer or moral cancer, which it would fain hide from the gaze of mankind. ... San 

Franciscans will not yield the palm of superiority to anything to be found 

elsewhere in the world. Speak of the deeper depth, the lower hell, the maelstrom 

of vice and iniquity—from whence those who once fairly enter escape no more 

forever—and they will point triumphantly to the Barbary Coast, strewn from end 

to end with the wrecks of humanity, and challenge you to match it anywhere 

outside of the lake of fire and brimstone. 62  

 

Such strong language about the Barbary Coast and those who patrolled the streets was 

common—the Reverend William Taylor going as far as calling it “the very citadel of his 

Satanic Majesty”—and it became a hallmark for writers like Asbury.63  

Despite the lack of a formal record dating the name back to the Gold Rush, the 

period evidence makes clear that the symptoms which would earn the Barbary Coast’s 

reputation were already matriculating in the 1850s. The Hounds and Ducks were already 

present in 1849 and in 1851 De Russaihl wrote, “We are so used to hearing shots during 

the night that we never even get up, but only turn in bed and breathe a prayer for the 

victim.”64 

Although these tropes may have been romanticized or exaggerated in some 

popular literature which upheld romantic portraits of the rough American West, recent 

scholarship still recognizes the topic as a crucial part of the San Francisco Gold Rush 

story, thus suggesting such portrayals are based on a degree of factual truth. In 2000, for 

 
62 Albert S. Evans, Al la California: Sketches of Life in the Golden State (San Francisco: A. L. Bancroft & 

Co., 1873), 272. 
63 Asbury, Barbary Coast, 2. 
64 De Russaihl, Last Adventure, 33. 
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example, Kevin Starr opened his introduction to an anthology of essays on this very topic 

with the line, “perhaps never in the time-honored American tradition of frontiering did 

‘civilization’ appear to sink so low as in gold-rush California.”65 Attempts at enforcing 

law were generally overwhelmed and governmental policies were contested. Corruption 

was commonplace and elections were disputed and re-voted until the desired results were 

accomplished. No adequate or reliable system of government or law existed, and as a 

result opportunists were able assume power. Starr adds, “For more than two years after 

the gold discovery in early 1848… California even lacked a clearly established system of 

rule and government, save for a hastily contrived martial law haphazardly enforced by 

undermanned U.S. forces.”66 

Statistical evidence confirms this: for example, the San Francisco Police 

Department in 1849, under the direction of Captain Malachi Fallon, had only thirty 

officers to enforce law for the tens of thousands of residents either living in or passing 

through San Francisco.67 To make matters worse, policemen were generally perceived as 

corrupt and untrustworthy. This ineptitude is highlighted in the words of the De Russaihl:  

The police force is largely made up of ex-bandits, and naturally the members are 

interested above all in saving their old friends from punishment. Policemen here 

are quite as much to be feared as the robbers; if they know you have money, they 

will be the first to knock you on the head. You pay them well to watch over your 

house, and they set it on fire. In short, I think that all the people concerned with 

justice or the police are in league with the criminals. The city is in a hopeless 

chaos, and many years must pass before order can be established. In a country 

where so many races are mingled, a severe and inflexible justice is desirable, 

which would govern with an iron hand.68 

 
65 Starr, Barbarous Soil, vii. 
66 Ibid. 
67 Kevin J. Mullen, “Malachi Fallon, San Francisco’s First Police Chief,” California History 62, no. 2 

(Summer 1983): 104.  
68 De Russailh, Last Adventure, 41. 



 Jonathan Verbeten, Texas Tech University, August 2020 
 

76 
  

 

One response to the unchecked violence, paired with a distrust of the police force, 

was the incorporation of the Committee of Vigilance, which was founded by the ex-

Mormon minister Samuel Brannon in June of 1851. The original bylaws of the 

organization were published in the Daily Alta California on June 13, and insisted that 

“there is no security to life and property, either under the regulations of society as it 

presently exists, or under the laws as now administered.” In response, the group 

expressed their determination that “no thief, burglar, incendiary or assassin shall escape 

punishment either by the quibbles of the law, the insecurity of the prisons, the 

carelessness or the corruption of the police, or laxity of those who pretend to administer 

justice.”69  

This document, disseminated through the press and including the printed names of 

the founding members, seems to have served as a clear and resounding rejection of 

current policing practices, and echoes the sentiments expressed by De Russaihl. In 

contrast, for the Vigilance Committee, justice was swift, and was served in a preemptory 

manner which often short-circuited fair trial. The committee targeted members associated 

with the Ducks and hanged four residents in 1851, all of whom hailed from Sydney: John 

Jenkins, James Stuart, Samuel Whitaker, and Robert McKenzie. The latter two hangings 

took place at Portsmouth Square on August 24 of 1851; reports claim 15,000 people were 

in attendance.70    

 
69 Daily Alta California, 13 June 1852. 
70 The hangings are described in Soulé, Annals, 585; The reported number in observance comes from a 

lithograph which reads, “Tremendous Excitement! Samuel Whittaker and Robert McKenzie rescued from 

the authorities and hanged by the Vigilance Committee, on Sunday, August 24th at 3 o’clock P. M. in the 
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The overwhelming problem of violence and the ineptitude of police is relevant to 

the present study for two reason: first, because it dramatically affected the segregation of 

neighborhoods and the value of real-estate, specifically that of Portsmouth Square, which 

bordered Sydney Town; and secondly (though paradoxically), musical activity thrived in 

such circumstances, especially in the gambling halls and later the melodeons. Evans 

reaffirms this second point later in his article:  

From the inner retreat comes strange, discordant—to our ears—and not over- 

attractive music…. Hand-organs, flutes, pianos, bagpipes, banjos, guitars, violins, 

brass instruments and accordeons mingle their notes and help to swell the 

discord.71  

 

In particular, musical venues whose repertoire might be construed as “low-art” found a 

home in the dejected Barbary Coast spaces as newer musical venues increasingly moved 

further southeast, a point explored further in the following chapter.    

 

The Dividing Line: Bringing Culture, Religion, and Aesthetic 

Sensibilities to the Nascent City 

San Francisco strove to create a self-conscious civic identity via religion and the 

arts. For some, the City by the Bay was an opportunity to create something wholly new 

and fresh. Notions of “manifest destiny” were seen to allow a second chance of sorts, the 

opportunity for a “New Plymouth” which could be the “City on a Hill” dreamt of by their 

forefathers. A return to the 1852 words of the minister Timothy Dwight captures this 

sentiment:  

 
presence of Fifteen thousand people.” The Huntington Library, “Prints and Ephemera” digital collection, 

accessed March 13, 2019, https://hdl.huntington.org/digital/collection/p9539coll1/id/23401/. 
71 Evans, A la California, 282. 
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You are the representatives of a land which is the model for every other. You 

belong to a family whose dead are the pride of the living. Preserve your birth-

right… Here is our Colony. No higher ambition could urge us to noble deeds than, 

on the basis of the colony of Plymouth, to make California the Massachusetts of 

the Pacific.72  

 

The rapid decline of Portsmouth Square, and the degradation which eventually led to the 

Barbary Coast’s reputation, had no place in this new identity. Likewise, the music which 

took place in these spaces, the very concerts being held at the melodeons and the 

“strange, discordant… and not overly attractive music” described by Evans, had no place 

in this new identity. Music did, however, serve an important role in cultivating the public. 

It was a tool, used by politicians, ministers, and some theatres, in attempts to elevate the 

society.   

As a result, by the early 1850s, distinctions between a high and low art musical 

culture had already begun emerging. In 1849, a New Yorker named Henry Meiggs—who 

was described as having “three manias: land, lumber, and music”—arrived in San 

Francisco with a boat full of lumber.73 Meiggs was a risk-taker and opportunist who had 

fallen into financial ruin in New York City, but realized that his dealings in lumber might 

fulfill a need in San Francisco. Over the next five years, he would become one of the 

most powerful men in the City, and a major player in the establishment of a high art 

music culture. However, things eventually went awry and by 1854, when it was 

discovered he had embezzled at least $500,000 and possibly up to a million dollars, he 

 
72 Starr, California, 15. 
73 Samuel C. Upham, Notes of a Voyage to California via Cape Horn (Philadelphia, 1878), 145–46; Quoted 

from Vera Brodsky Lawrence, “Henry Meiggs: Maverick Entrepreneur,”19th-Century Music 9, no. 1 

(Summer 1985): 28.  
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was forced out of San Francisco, never to return to the United States.74 Yet in those five 

years, Meiggs watched the City transform and oversaw much of its development, 

particularly as that related to new construction and the building of a road system.75  

Prior to his arrival, San Francisco had experienced great difficulty during the 

rainy seasons when roads would turn to mud. As a lumber man, Meiggs saw an 

opportunity in this crisis and immediately began building and installing wood-plank 

roads, an act which endeared him to the public and helped him quickly achieve high-

status in the society. Rather than digging into the earth for gold, Meiggs found a way to 

acquire wealth by exploiting a different natural resource. After constructing a massive 

2,000-foot wooden wharf on the Northern point of the peninsula at North Beach, Meiggs 

expanded his business to build one of the first sawmills in the area. He employed a fleet 

of ships which sailed to Mendocino County and felled the mighty redwood trees, which 

were then taken back to the bay and unloaded to the sawmill.76 In a very real sense, 

Meiggs was responsible for the building of the City, the transfer from the canvas-tent 

shanties described by the earliest settlers, to the rapidly-developing and growing urban 

grid of the mid-decade.  

Moreover, he played a role in the City’s performance culture. Meiggs brought 

with him a musical connection from New York where he had served as secretary of the 

New-York Sacred Singing Society until 1845, before founding a rival group, called The 

 
74 Lawrence, “Meiggs,”28. 
75 This was indeed a much-needed service. Poor urban planning and rapid growth had led to narrow roads 

and overcrowded streets, which in turn contributed to the extreme fire risks. For more information on this 

topic see Thomas Maxwell-Long, Daily Life During the California Gold Rush (Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-

Clio, 2014), 93. 
76 Lawrence, “Meiggs,” 36. 
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American Music Institute, in 1846.77 It was through the latter group Meiggs became 

acquainted with George Loder—the former conductor of the New York Philharmonic 

who, in 1846, conducted Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony for the first time in the United 

States—and eventually recruited him to San Francisco in 1852, to serve as director of the 

newly minted Philharmonic Society.78  

In July of 1853, he erected a Music Hall on Bush Street, between Sansome and 

Montgomery. Unlike earlier venues situated on or near Portsmouth Square, Meiggs’ 

Music Hall was further south.79 This geographical distinction would be matched by a 

functional distinction. In addition to concerts, his venue hosted religious and political 

meetings (it was here, for example, that the 1854 sale of water lots had taken place).  

In some respects, Meiggs’ Hall represents a physical shift in aesthetic goals. Prior 

musical events had typically taken place in saloons, while theatrical productions were 

often based on variety and circus acts. Though his earlier musical endeavors appear to 

have been fiscally motivated, Meiggs used his own Eastern connections to foster an 

emphasis on music which would cultivate higher society. In this sense, Meiggs’ cultural 

aspirations may be interpreted as a musical response to the Rev. Dwight’s call for a new 

Colony. As I will show in later chapters, the mission statements and goals of the 

Philharmonic Society, and the later Harmonic Society, reveal an explicit desire to 

cultivate a music tradition in San Francisco as a means of elevating the society. The fact 

 
77 Lawrence, “Meiggs,” 31. 
78 Ibid., 29.  
79 Estevan, Theatre Buildings, 252. 
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that Meiggs chose a physical site more distant from Portsmouth Square suggests there 

was, intentionally, not only a musical but a geographical separation.           

This chapter has sought to illuminate social circumstances in the early years of 

San Francisco: tracing the population boom, the arrival of ethnic groups, and the 

breakdown of neighborhoods; reconstructing what it might have sounded like in 

geographically prominent places like Portsmouth Square; demonstrating how the selling 

of water lots reallocated the larger map and changed the symbolic centers of the town; 

understanding the local economy, the impact of crime, and the vice of gambling; parsing 

out the differences between those who profited in the City versus those who lost fortunes 

on entertainment and commodities; and finally, connecting the dots between aesthetic 

goals and the building of theatres within the larger geographical framework. I would 

contend that these decisions, beyond their impact on the urban development of the City, 

also informed musical and aesthetic developments which reverberated for decades. 

An introduction to Henry Meiggs has provided a logical ending for this chapter: 

he was transformative in both the development of the City and the development of music 

within the City, making him a pivotal character. The following chapter will provide brief 

descriptions of a series of theatres and the owners who profited from them, taking special 

care to account for stated and unstated aesthetic goals and how these were manifested 

through specific types of repertoire and performers, while also noting the significance of 

geographical location. Geographical and financial reconstruction will therefore reveal 

reasons why certain types of theatres and performances thrived in certain spaces, while 

others did not, and ultimately help us to situate the melodeons within the larger 

framework of musical activity throughout the decade.      
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CHAPTER FOUR 

A PLEDGE OF MUSICAL AND ARTISTIC CULTURE 

 

Lawrence Levine’s High Brow/Low Brow—which predominantly focuses on 

nineteenth-century developments in music and Shakespearean drama associated with 

New York City—begins with a discussion of a 1987 concert review of Rossini’s Barber 

of Seville. The critic, Gerald Nachman, questioned the overall silliness of the libretto and 

pondered whether a Broadway musical should be perceived as artistically inferior to an 

opera. In teasing out this question he wrote: “I realized it must be the American reverence 

for all things European and our tendency to take for granted all things quintessentially 

American.”1 Nineteenth-century musical criticism followed similar criteria, privileging 

the works of Europeans while disqualifying those of American composers, celebrating 

works which appealed to a narrow audience, rather than entertainment for the masses, 

and promoting religious works which could be understood as morally uplifting. As 

Levine showed, these standards were born from a sincere conviction that the arts could be 

utilized as a vehicle for social reform: 

It was not merely the audiences in the opera houses, theaters, symphonic halls, 

museums, and parks that they strove to transform; it was the entire society. They 

were convinced that maintaining and disseminating pure art, music, literature, and 

drama would create a force for moral order and help to halt the chaos threatening 

to envelop the nation.2 

 
1 Lawrence W. Levine, Highbrow/Lowbrow: The Emergence of Cultural Hierarchy in America (Harvard 

University Press, 1990), 2. 
2 Ibid., 200; Language equating art with purity and moral order, and contrasted with the “chaos threatening 

to envelop the nation,” proved not only to be nineteenth century thinking, but sentiments which have 

continued to inform how art in the United States is perceived today. Levine demonstrated this point in the 

1987 work of Allan Bloom, which advocated for a hierarchical canonization in fears a lack of such 

structure would result in a cultural deterioration and an “intellectual crisis of the highest magnitude” (250). 
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Given such fervor back East, it is not surprising the earliest settlers of San Francisco 

(many of whom hailed from New York and Boston) would adopt this same dualistic 

thinking as they attempted to cultivate local artistic traditions.            

An 1853 article in Dwight’s Journal of Music and Musicians titled “The Germans 

in San Francisco” praised the efforts of San Franciscans attempting to a cultivate a new 

artistic musical tradition, and concluded, “the German element in our rapidly growing 

Western States may be regarded as a pledge of musical and artistic culture in those busy 

populations.”3 Another entry directly aligns with Levine’s assessment of the perceived 

potential in aiding a society through moralistic music and art: “Music is fast establishing 

her humanizing oracles amid the noisy carnival of the gold-hunters.”4 Noisy was often a 

criticism of the “less desirable” musical genres, while “humanizing” explicitly illustrates 

Dwight’s view of music as a tool for social change.      

 By 1855, there were reportedly over 5,500 Germans living in San Francisco, and 

these made up the largest ethnic group of performing musicians in the region.5 Henry 

Meiggs debuted his Music Hall in 1853 with a joint concert between the newly formed 

San Francisco Philharmonic, led by George Loder (whom the Musical Times hailed as 

“New York’s Favorite Conductor”), and a vocal ensemble called the Pacific Music 

 
The endurance of these perceptions illustrates how deeply imbedded these hierarchical distinctions were in 

American culture, and their roots bear strong connections with nineteenth century thinking.   
3 “The German’s in San Francisco,” Dwight’s Journal of Music and Musicians, 2 July 1853. 
4 Dwight’s, 22 January 1853. 
5 Contemporary population totals for 1853 are reported in Frank Soulé, John H. Gihon, and James Nisbet, 

The Annals of San Francisco (New York: D. Appleton, 1855; reprint, Berkeley, CA: Berkeley Hills Books, 

1999), 488; On the number of German musicians in San Francisco see Works Progress Administration, 

Northern California, San Francisco, San Francisco Theatre Research, vol. 15, Theatre Buildings (Part 1), 

ed. Lawrence Estevan (San Francisco: Works Progress Administration, 1940), 95. 
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Troupe.6 These groups were made up of professional East Coast musicians, recruited 

west by Meiggs via his connections in New York, and they modeled a tradition that 

would serve as the basis for new localized practices.  

One of the main performance vehicles for German musicians was through the 

incorporation of singing societies, like the Pacific Musical Troupe, whose skills ranged 

from amateur to quasi-professional.7 Performances by these societies took place at a 

number of musical halls, churches, and outdoor spaces; often as part of larger festivals. 

Meiggs’ Hall was the most successful early venue, followed by Platt’s and Tucker’s 

musical halls in the latter part of the decade. Sacred concerts were frequently held at 

Grace Church and St. Mary’s Cathedral, while outdoor festivals often took place at Russ’ 

Gardens. As part of her debut in July of 1852, for example, Biscaccianti performed with 

one such amateur choral group, in a concert of Rossini’s Stabat Mater held at Grace 

Church. The San Francisco Herald described the concert as being attended by “a highly 

appreciative and intellectual audience.”8 A high art musical culture was clearly emerging 

and, as was the case in other American cities, this tradition favored sacred content and 

European composers.   

 
6 The Musical Times, 24 January 1852, 173; Reprinted from Vera Brodsky Lawrence, Strong on Music: The 

New York Music Scene in the Days of George Templeton Strong, vol. 2 Reverberations: 1850–1856 

(Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1995), 205. 
7 Ellen Olsen George’s dissertation illustrates the ubiquity of these kinds of groups by assembling 

comprehensive list of the following societies: Alleghanians, the Pacific Musical Troupe, German 

Sangerbund, German Turn Verein, Pacific Sangerbund, Eintracht, Caecilien Verein, San Francisco 

Mannerchor, San Francisco Philharmonic Society, the Flarmonic Society, the Handel and Haydn Society of 

San Francisco, The Twelve, The Loring Club, the Oratorio Society of San Francisco, the San Francisco 

Oratorio Society, the Apollo Choral Society, the San Jose Oratorio Society, the Berkeley Oratorio Society, 

the Cecilia Choral Society, The Howe Club, and the San Francisco Musical Club (13). 
8 San Francisco Herald, 27 July 1852. Reprinted from Ellen Olson George, “Singing in San Francisco: 

Cultivating Choral Music from the Gold Rush to the 1906 Earthquake” (PhD Diss., Southwestern Baptist 

Theological Seminary, Fort Worth, TX, 2013), 7. 
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Period sources illustrate the story of early music in San Francisco as a striking 

binary between “music as entertainment” and “music as art” intended to cultivate, 

elevate, and educate the society. Given the massive influx of predominantly male gold-

seekers, the spike in money circulating, the dissolving of traditional family structures, the 

absence of comfortable housing, and the scarcity of basic amenities, the entertainment 

industry (led by the wildly popular gambling houses) provided the most popular and 

comfortable forms of recreation. A horde of entertainment-starved miners with pockets 

full of gold dust provided a different kind of Mother Lode for those who knew how to 

capitalize on it. But an understanding of this entertainment industry which failed to 

account for the legitimizing efforts of people like Meiggs and Loder would neglect a very 

important aspect of San Francisco’s musical history. On the other hand, previous 

academic efforts which predominantly focused on the development of these “high art” 

traditions have failed to account for the holistic musical experience available to a theatre-

goer from the period. In fact, evidence suggests that many residents engaged with 

multiple forms of entertainment, so it seems erroneous to treat any individual genre in 

isolation.  

This chapter will thus serve as a survey of these earliest kinds of entertainment, 

though a comprehensive overview would be a massive undertaking, given that so many 

theatres sprung up, burned to ashes, were rebuilt, repurposed, bankrupted, or faced 

analogous calamities which caused them to cease production.9 These are what the WPA 

 
9 To name a few: The Washington Hall, The National Theatre, The Italian Theatre, The Phoenix Theatre, 

The Adelphi, The Varieties, Elleard's Hall, Foley's Circus, The American Theatre, The Lyric Casino (later 

called the Verandah), The Metropolitan, Armory Hall, The Olympic, The Gaieties, The Bella Union, 

Meiggs' Musical Hall, The Lyceum Music Hall, The Union, The Athenaeum, and The Jenny Lind Theatre.  
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writers termed the “ephemeral buildings” of Gold Rush San Francisco.10 Instead, I 

develop a handful of distinctions which are useful in grasping the central aspects of early 

San Franciscan theatre life: the ways in which the multicultural population informed 

musical performances; the proprietors and impresarios who paved the early music 

industry; distinctions between high and low art, and the aesthetic goals of proprietors and 

the artists they employed; and geographic loci and their relationship within these larger 

distinctions. With this backdrop in mind, I end the chapter with a discussion illustrating 

how these varying factors created a space, both physical and metaphorical, where the 

melodeons were able to find success.    

 

The Musical Reverberations of a Multicultural Experience 

By 1860, San Francisco boasted a large collection of theatres and concert halls 

and these in turn created an abundant need for qualified musicians. The supply and 

demand for capable (or even poorly-skilled) players proved lucrative for those 

opportunists who knew how to capitalize on it. This point was apparent to residents at the 

time, as evidenced in the Alta California: 

What other city, outside of California, pays two or three thousand dollars for a 

day's professional music? In what other city does the player upon the clarinet or 

trombone command fifty dollars for blowing upon the streets during a day's 

parade?11  

 

 
10 Estevan, Theatre Buildings, 15:36.  
11 Works Progress Administration, Northern California, San Francisco, History of Music in San Francisco 

Series, vol. 7, Anthology of Music Criticism, ed. Cornel Lengyel (San Francisco: Works Progress 

Administration, 1942), 8.  
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If a musician lacked the skills to play in the large theatres or circuses, they could still 

make a reasonable living playing in the saloons or even working as a street performer at 

the wharves. De Russaihl wrote, “a musician could earn two ounces ($32) by scraping on 

a squeaky fiddle for two hours every evening, or by puffing into an asthmatic flute."12  

Even though period sources criticized the City for providing very little in terms of 

entertainment, there appear to have been many events happening in a variety of 

amusements. On a given night in the early 1850s, for example, a patron could attend a 

circus, such as Foley’s Ampitheatre on the Plaza or Rowes Olympic Circus, and see 

acrobats, magicians, bear and bull fights, and equestrian performances. Large theatres 

like the American, the Metropolitan, and the Jenny Lind offered full operatic or 

Shakespearean productions, while on other nights presenting minstrel groups and variety 

shows. Homesick Americans could get a taste of the East Coast by observing a panorama 

at Elleard’s Hall, one such example advertising a “GREAT PANORAMA OF THE BAY 

OF NEW YORK AND THE HUDSON” which was painted on “5000 yards of canvas” 

and gradually scrolled to musical accompaniment.13 Those interested in sacred music 

could attend a concert at Grace Church or even join one of the many singing societies. 

Public dance halls, like the California Exchange, were especially popular, while private 

events (often described as balls or fundraisers) provided additional dancing opportunities 

for the City’s social elite.  

 
12 Reprinted from Malcolm E. Barker, San Francisco Memoirs, 1835–1851: Eyewitness Accounts of the 

Birth of a City (San Francisco: Londonborn Publications, 1994), 254.  
13 Daily Alta California, 16 October 1852.  
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Part of the “San Francisco experience” was people-watching and engaging with 

the diverse foods, music, dances, and rituals this multicultural city provided. For 

example, the large open space of the California Exchange became host to public dances 

and charged $3 for admission. It was described as a place where “all the women in town 

appear, French, American, and Mexican; the men gather in crowds; and one often sees 

beautiful costumes richly adorned with lave,” and where “The music is fairly good and is 

certainly noisy. Eight or ten passable musicians play all the popular dance tunes for 

quadrilles, waltzes, and polkas.”14 Here was an alternative to the gambling houses and 

saloons: a somewhat more reputable environment where a person could engage with 

members of the opposite sex and observe dances and music from different cultural 

backgrounds.  

A playbill from an 1852 evening at the Adelphi Theatre (Fig. 4.1) illustrates how 

the marketability of just these sorts of cultural exchange became part of the theatrical 

experience. The headlining act was a minstrel group called The New Orleans Serenaders, 

while the evening also included works invoking diverse nationalities, with titles like “The 

Dutch Drill” and burlesques on “Italian” and “French” Opera. Like the cacophony of 

languages heard in public spaces, and the diverse musical interactions in places like the 

California Exchange, impresarios learned how to market diverse musical and theatrical 

productions to more broadly appeal to multicultural audiences.15  

 
14 Albert Benard de Russaihl Last Adventure: San Francisco in 1851, trans. Clarkson Crane (San Francisco: 

The Westgate Press, 1933), 30–32. 
15 It is important to note that these kinds events often represented white perceptions of local demographics. 

The burlesques, for example, were more likely parodies which probably invoked racial stereotypes rather 

than offering any attempt at authentic representation.  
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An advertisement in the Alta California, for example, proudly announces the first 

Chinese performance at the American Theatre as something which “will be to the 

Americans and Europeans one of the most anxious and interesting spectacles of this age.” 

The concert featured “123 [Chinese] performers, accompanied by an orchestra of their 

own music… [whose skill was] probably not surpassed by any other theatrical company 

in the whole world.”16 Exploitation of ethnic musical traditions demonstrates how 

impresarios catered to their curious “American and European” audiences, who in turn 

filled theatres to capacity on a daily basis.  

 

 
16 Daily Alta California, 17 October 1852. 
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Figure 4.1. April 12, 1852 Playbill for The Adelphi17 

 
17 Playbill for Adelphi Theatre, 12 April 1852, B001730, Frederick R. Sherman Music Collection, 1850– 

1940, Society of California Pioneers, San Francisco, CA.  
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Theatres quickly assumed names which further referenced national traditions. For 

example, The Union Theatre, situated south of the Plaza on Commercial street between 

Kearny and Dupont, went by several ethnically-inspired names throughout its largely 

unsuccessful history. Although the name “Union” was always included in the City 

Directories, the venue also went by the People’s Theatre, the Olympic (a name also 

employed by several other theatres), the German Stadt, and the New National, and was 

finally known as the Chinese Theatre when it permanently closed its doors in 1872.18 For 

a very brief moment in 1862, the theatre even billed itself as the “New National 

Mammoth Melodeon.”  

In some cases, the physical geography of the theatre buildings correlated with the 

immigrant neighborhoods they represented. For example, The Italian Theatre (built in 

1851), was nestled on the southwest corner of Jackson and Kearny, a block north of 

Portsmouth Square near the predominantly Italian neighborhood which is the precursor to 

North Beach.19 Likewise, the first Adelphi Theatre (nicknamed the French Theatre) was 

built east of the square on Clay street, one block north of Commercial, in the area which 

De Russaihl described as “Frenchtown.”20 And despite the lack of a dedicated German 

Theatre, the singing societies tended to make their way a fair distance south of the Plaza, 

in venues like Turn Verein Hall (which housed performances by the Germania 

Philharmonic Society, the Eintracht, and the Harmonie), on the southwest corner of Pine 

and Leidesdorff, one block north of Meiggs’ Music Hall.21  

 
18 Estevan, Theatre Buildings, 15:75. 
19 Richard H. Dillon, North Beach: The Italian Heart of San Francisco (New York: Presidio Press, 1985).   
20 De Russaihl, Last Adventure, 6. 
21 Estevan, Theatre Buildings, 15:95. 
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Ethnically-marked promotions and performances found a place in the saloons and 

gambling halls as well. The Bella Union employed a German singer and violinist named 

Charley Schultze who was one of the first in San Francisco, and possibly the United 

States, to incorporate Hawai’ian music (which he claimed to have learned during his 

travels) into his routine.22 T. A. Barry and B. A. Patten also wrote of hearing a Mexican 

Quintet at the Bella Union in 1850 which consisted of “two harps, one large and the other 

very small, two guitars, and one flute.”23 They described the musicians as quiet, modest 

looking men, with amiable faces… [that] played so much together, and were so similar, 

seemingly in disposition—calm, confident, and happy—that their ten hands moved as if 

guided by one mind.” Barry and Patten went on to describe the repertoire as consisting of 

“popular waltzes and dances of the time, and many weird, curious airs of old Spain.”24 It 

thus appears that, whether in a larger theatre like the American or the Adelphi, in a saloon 

like the Bella Union, or at a public dance like those of the California Exchange, musical 

diversity was reflective of the City at large and venues can be seen as enhancing the 

marketability of these traditions.   

 

Robinson and Maguire: A Rivalry Which Sparked a Theatrical 

Tradition 

On June 22, 1849, a London-born and New York trained actor and musician 

named Stephen C. Massett, who “arrived in San Francisco in April of 1849 with exactly 

 
22 Lengyel, Music Criticism, 7:28. 
23 George Martin, Verdi at the Golden Gate: Opera and San Francisco in the Gold Rush Years (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1993), 12. 
24 Martin, Verdi at the Gold Gate, 13. 
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six dollars in Mexican coins,” performed a concert at the southwest corner of Portsmouth 

Square.25 This event marked a seminal moment in the development of musical activity 

San Francisco because of its  claim as the “first” concert in San Francisco.26 Massett is 

described as a man with a “chubby build and red curly hair,” while his concert was a one-

man show of musical and comedic entertainment which included several patriotic 

numbers and satirical caricatures and impersonations which, among others, criticized 

local politicians. Massett, who went by the stage name of “Jeems Pipes of Pipesville,” 

borrowed the “only piano in town” for his concert and is said to have earned over five 

hundred dollars in ticket sales.27 The fact that the concert was held at the Old Wooden 

Schoolhouse can be interpreted as another layer of formative meaning, given the 

importance and associations this structure held in 1849.  

 
25 Works Progress Administration, Northern California, San Francisco, History of Music in San Francisco 

Series, vol. 4, Celebrities in El Dorado (1850–1906), ed. Lengyel (San Francisco: Works Progress 

Administration, 1939), 27. 
26 The prevailing idea of a first concert goes back to period sources: The Annals writes, “On Monday 

evening, June 22, 1849, a concert of vocal music was performed at the old-school room on the south-west 

corner of the plaza, and this may properly be regarded as the first among the regular amusements of San 

Francisco.” (654) Masset himself wrote the following in his memoirs: “It was my first essay to appear in a 

monologue performance, and as it was the first public entertainment of any sort or kind on the Pacific 

coast, I think may be entitled to a brief space in these my ‘adventures.’” (Masset, 119) Historians continued 

to fuel this notion, the 1939 WPA researchers wrote: “The first performance of any kind ever given in San 

Francisco was a recital given by the singer-actor Stephen C. Massett, on June 22, 1849” (Lengyel, 27). The 

notion of a first concert is, of course, a problematic assertion given that music-making existed well before 

the Gold Rush, in both the native culture and the Spanish missions. Beyond that, music in San Francisco 

was played by military bands during the Mexican-American war and in the same time span saloons (which 

employed musicians), and dancing houses, called fandangos, were operating in San Francisco. There is also 

evidence that semi-professional minstrel groups were performing prior to Masset’s “first” concert. Current 

scholarship has not attempted to refute this claim, instead emphasizing the word professional in order to 

distinguish Massett’s concert from previous musical performances (Berson, 20). This of course leads to the 

murky distinction of what constitutes a professional concert. Perhaps a better understanding might be to 

classify his performance as the first by a visiting East Coast musician from New York, which was 

nonetheless, an equally important and significant moment in the history of musical activity in San 

Francisco. 
27 The Annals states, “the piano used (we believe there was only one in the country) upon the occasion, was 

loaned by Mr. E. Harrison, the collector of the port.” (655). 
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Tellingly, prior to the concert, the Alta California ran an advertisement which 

ended with the following statement: “Tickets $3 each, to be had at Dr. Robinson’s 

Chemist and Druggist, on the plaza; at the “Parker House,” of Mr. Massett; at the office 

of Col. J.D. Stevenson, and at the door of the night of performance.”28 Each of the 

businesses listed as selling tickets connects with key figures who propelled the 

development of musical and theatrical entertainments, and thus these connections may be 

revealing. Col. J.D. Stevenson arrived in San Francisco in March of 1847 as the 

Commander of the Seventh Regiment of New York Volunteers, a group which had been 

commissioned by President Polk to serve as occupants of California during the Mexican-

American war. Although Stevenson would eventually bow out of the entertainment 

industry, the popularity of his 1847 minstrel group, consisting of members from the 

Seventh Regiment, makes him arguably the most prominent musical figure in San 

Francisco prior to the Gold Rush. D.G. Robinson, who earned the nickname “Doc” after 

opening a pharmacy on Portsmouth Square (the Chemist and Druggist referenced in the 

ad), gained enormous popularity as an entertainer, impresario, theatre-director, politician, 

and pharmacist. Similarly, the reference to the “Parker House” ties back to an important 

geographic location on the Plaza which would serve as the future site of the Jenny Lind 

Theatre and would be associated with an ambitious Irishman from New York named Tom 

Maguire. Over the next several years, Maguire and Robinson became fierce competitors 

and were collectively responsible for opening some of the most important venues of the 

 
28 Edmond M. Gagey, The San Francisco Stage: A History (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1950), 19; 

Soulé, Annals, 656. 
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period, including the Dramatic Museum, the Jenny Lind, the American, and Maguire’s 

Opera House.  

The Parker House was nestled on Kearny Street next to the El Dorado gambling 

hall, on the west side of Portsmouth Square. A short walk north and an eastward turn on 

Washington led to “Doc” Robinson’s pharmacy. Having arrived before the Gold Rush in 

1847, Robinson had purchased property on the Plaza, a fiscally advantageous commercial 

location for his business.29 This is an important note given that when Robinson erected 

his most ambitious theatre in 1851, the American, he chose the northeast corner of 

Sansome and Halleck, two blocks southeast of the Plaza, in a lot which had been 

underwater at the time of his arrival in 1847. In fact, all Robinson’s early endeavors—his 

pharmacy, the Dramatic Museum, and the second iteration of the Adelphi (where he 

served as manager)—were located on the Square. His decision to leave the Plaza when 

building the American yet again illustrates shifting trends in real estate, as well as 

Robinson’s ability to anticipate and respond to such trends.  

Robinson was a Maine-born and Yale-educated entrepreneur whose ambitious 

schemes inspired him to engage in a series of money-making ventures. After successfully 

running the first pharmacy in San Francisco, he parlayed this business success into a 

political career as an alderman, which eventually led to his nomination for mayor. He 

became the first satirist in San Francisco and wrote and directed his own plays, which 

inspired the publication of a highly-successful songster in 1853. And at one point he and 

 
29 For a detailed biography of Robinson see Works Progress Administration, Northern California, San 

Francisco, San Francisco Theatre Research, vol. 2, Maguire and Robinson, ed. Lawrence Estevan (San 

Francisco: Works Progress Administration, 1938), 73.   
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a partner went as far as sailing to the Farallon Islands to haul in a shipload of eggs (an 

expensive commodity in high demand) to sell to restaurants.30 Robinson was beloved by 

his patrons, and his stage works framed the pain and suffering of the miner’s experience 

in a lighthearted and comedic way. His most popular play, Seeing the Elephant, related a 

tale all too familiar to miners, as “Seeing the Elephant” was understood to represent 

arriving in California with high and unrealistic expectations of gold, only to be left 

disappointed and empty-handed.31   

Yet for all his successes, Robinson’s efforts were eventually eclipsed by those of 

Maguire. The man who came to be known as “The Napoleon of the Stage” brought 

legitimacy to the San Francisco theatre by recruiting well-known artists from back East 

and building massive theatres to house his opulent productions.32 His uncanny ability to 

remain one step ahead of major theatrical trends yielded a business trajectory which 

exemplified the expansion and development of the arts in the City at large. When the 

Plaza was the most important center, Maguire built his largest and most expensive Jenny 

Lind theatre on Kearny, only to sell the structure to the City in 1852, precisely when the 

Plaza was beginning to fall out of favor. In the early decade he premiered the most 

elaborate and expensive Shakespearean productions and employed nationally recognized 

stars like James Stark and Edwin Booth. Later, recognizing a shift towards opera, he 

opened the San Francisco Music Hall (after selling the Jenny Lind) in November of 1852 

 
30 Gary Kamia, “Gold Rush satirist, impresario and Farollones egg-gatherer did it all,” The San Francisco 

Chronicle, 19 January 2019.   
31 For further explanation see Anthony Kirk, “Seeing the Elephant,” California History 77, no. 4 (Winter 

1998): 174–84. 
32 Lois Foster Rodecape, “Tom Maguire, Napoleon of the Stage,” California Historical Society Quarterly 

20, no. 4 (December 1941): 289–314.  
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and debuted the wildly popular Eliza Biscaccianti for his premiere. And when that very 

hall seemed unable to accommodate his large-scale audiences and sold-out tickets, he 

razed and rebuilt the structure, christening it Maguire’s Opera House in 1856. In 1859, 

after seeing the success of the melodeons and minstrel shows, he built Eureka Minstrel 

Hall on Montgomery street.33 Although he eventually died in 1896 as a pauper living in 

New York City, he monopolized the early Bay Area theatre industry for nearly four 

decades, while his recruiting ability brought national attention and legitimacy to San 

Franciscan theatrical and operatic productions.   

Proprietors like Maguire and Robinson clearly understood the pulse of the 

entertainment market and, when it was fiscally advantageous, did not hesitate to cater to 

those aiming for a high art culture. The very name “Jenny Lind” recalled P.T. Barnum’s 

most famous star, nicknamed “The Swedish Nightingale,” who had captured hearts back 

East but never actually performed in San Francisco. The Alta California praised 

Maguire’s Jenny Lind Theatre as “one of the most permanent sources of good, one of the 

best correctives of society, and most efficient instruments of moral reform ever instituted 

in our city.”34 Yet the arc of Maguire’s career suggests that being an “efficient instrument 

of moral reform” was not a primary motivating factor in his business choices. By the end 

of the decade he operated the Eureka Minstrel Hall, Maguire’s Opera House, and the 

Academy of Music, each of which served different musical functions which appealed to 

 
33 For a succinct recap of Maguire’s efforts see: “Tom Maguire, Sketches of his Career in San Francisco,” 

The San Francisco Call, 3 June 1894. 
34 Estevan, Maguire and Robinson, 2:7.  
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differing branches of the population.35 Maguire had his hand in all the significant popular 

forms of musical expression, and was seemingly little constrained by the obligation to 

serve as the best “correctives of society.” Unlike Meiggs, who used his Music Hall as a 

means to further his own political and social agenda, all in the name of “elevating” the 

public, Maguire seems to have been motivated primarily by ticket sales.  

 

Distinctions of High and Low Art  

Even amidst the City’s whirlwind of street-level activity, amusements, and 

multicultural musical exchange, there was a parallel tradition materializing in the 

churches and music halls, one which sought to bring “highbrow” sophistication to this 

new land. As Levine illustrated of the Northeastern aesthetic, the criteria for such art in 

San Francisco was largely driven by European (and especially German) music and the 

Protestant faith. Perhaps the most striking evidence of these aspirations comes from an 

1857 entry placed by Rudolph Herold’s Harmonic Society in The Daily Alta California: 

It may not be generally known that there is a degree of exclusiveness attached to 

this association that those among our population, votaries of the divine art, should 

be knowing to. It is not proposed to give entertainments to a promiscuous 

audience, such as can be gathered up on the evening of the performance, but 

simply to the subscribing members of the association. The Society is modeled 

upon the well-known system of the New York, Boston and Philadelphia societies 

… [our members] have been simply devoting their time and accomplishments to 

enhance the art in the estimation of the music-loving public, and to cultivate a 

 
35 Here it is worth noting that modern associations between “high art” and opera were not necessarily held 

by nineteenth-century audiences. In fact, many of the San Francisco operatic productions might be more 

appropriately understood within the “art as entertainment” category. Because of this, a venue like 

Maguire’s Opera House should not be assumed to represent high art culture. For the purposes of this study, 

when using the term “high art,” I single out proprietors, societies, venues, ensembles, and repertoire, which 

deliberately employed language that made clear their attempts at cultivating a high art music culture.  
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correct and classical taste for the more arduous and elevated efforts of the 

masters.36 

 

This entry confirms the self-conscious desire to create separation between artistic styles, 

and emphasizes the exclusivity and morality expected of these “votaries of divine art.” 

Such performances were certainly not intended for the “promiscuous audiences” that 

would likely have attended concerts on the Plaza. On the other hand, the reference to 

gathering an audience on the evening of the performance elicits comparisons with the 

theatrical entrepreneurs like Maguire and Robinson, who were motivated, not by the 

cultivation of art or elevation, but rather by the acquisition of wealth. Beyond all these, 

the most striking reference is to the traditions in New York, Boston and Philadelphia, 

making explicit the Harmonic Society’s desire to build a musical tradition which 

transplanted East Coast sensibilities to California.  

As was the case with Meiggs’ Music Hall, venues which promoted high art music 

culture tended to be situated in the southeast portion of town. An isolated portion of 

James Butler’s 1864 map, with theatre locations marked by stars, highlights the 

geographical preference for these venues in relation to Portsmouth Square (Fig. 2). When 

Meiggs built his Music Hall in 1853, it was further south than any previous theatre 

building, thus illustrating a desire for geographical separation from earlier venues.  

 
36 Daily Alta California, 22 May 1857. 
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Figure 4.2. Geographical Stratification of Theatres 

Platt’s Musical Hall, Tucker’s Musical Hall, and Turn Verein Hall, also made their 

homes in this neighborhood. These theatres were the sites of some the most important 

and celebrated concerts from visiting highbrow stars. This separation is consistent with 

an interpretation that suggests that, perhaps during, or before or after a concert such as 

Anna Bishop’s April 1855 performance of Handel’s Messiah at Meiggs’ Music Hall, 

patrons did not want to have to associate or interact with the unruliness happening a 

handful of blocks north.  

The southeast location is also unsurprising: the Alta California described the 

“expensive” houses and “fine architecture” which the wealthiest residents built on Rincon 
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Hill, a couple blocks further south (closer to present day South Beach) while that same 

locale was chosen for the newly constructed and extremely exclusive South Park 

community.37 A resident from these neighborhoods would likely travel north by day to 

work in the financial district around either Washington or Sansome and centralized 

between Commercial and Clay Streets. By night that same resident could enjoy 

performances at Platt’s or Tucker’s while avoiding altogether the rowdiness increasingly 

associated with Portsmouth Square.  

To better understand this separation, I have traced these paths myself, as they 

exist today in San Francisco. A brisk walk from the original location of the Bella Union 

to that of Meiggs’ Music Hall, for example, took eleven minutes and fifty seconds and a 

total of 1,624 steps.38 While a modest walk for any healthy individual, that distance is 

still enough to create a clear sense of experiential separation between neighborhoods, and 

it is thus plausible that a person spending an evening at the various amusements on 

Portsmouth Square probably would not wander as far as the music halls. Like their 

attempts to widen the gap in their artistic ambitions,  early influencers like Charles Krug 

(the first president of the Turn Verein), Henry Meiggs, J. W. Tucker (of Tucker’s Music 

Hall), Rudolph Herold, George Loder, and Gustav A. Scott (of the Handel and Haydn 

Society), chose real estate which physically separated them from the other theatres in San 

Francisco.  

 
37 Daily Alta California, 18 August 1856. 
38 Data was collected during my trip to San Francisco in December of 2018. Walk duration and step counts 

were calculated via: Under Armour, Inc. “Map My Walk,” Apple App Store, version 19.2.0 (2018). 
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By the end of the decade, explicit efforts to promote high art were well-rooted in 

public culture. For example, in March of 1859 the Musical Hall proudly advertised an 

upcoming event with the headline “Triumph of Art!” (Fig. 3). The night’s event 

showcased a large panorama titled “A Tour of Europe” and included a guest lecture by 

Frank Soulé, the primary author of The Annals of San Francisco. Admission cost 50 cents 

per ticket and children were invited to attend at half-price. An equation of this kind of 

event with that of the variety stage might seem unreasonable, given their drastically 

different aesthetic goals, but a comparison does provide valuable insights into how 

patrons of the Musical Hall differed from other venues.  
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Figure 4.3. Musical Hall poster from March 28, 185939 

The inclusion of a guest lecturer shows that the “Triumph of Art” was intended to 

educate. Furthermore, the poster invites children, something not seen in other venues, 

which suggests an intentional effort (and perhaps even a sense of social responsibility) to 

convey these ideas to the next generation. The choice of content (a “Tour of Europe”) 

 
39 Poster for The Musical Hall, 28 March 1859, Folder: Theatre Playbills [1850s], San Francisco Public 

Library, San Francisco, CA.  
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then suggests praise of European sensibilities. Lastly, the poster’s headline, “Triumph of 

Art!,” illustrates, yet again, the importance of aspiring to a “high art” culture.      

Attempts at reconstructing a snapshot of musical activity from the period thus 

reveal two parallel narratives, while first-hand recollections are often skewed towards 

whichever of these favored an individual’s aesthetic preference. Not only did residents in 

the 1850s attempt to frame their art in a manner consistent with their own sensibilities, 

the historiographic record tends to either exaggerate or downplay morally questionable 

behaviors happening in theatres during those years. Bancroft, for example, wrote in 1882:  

To the homeless, houseless, wanderer the theatre was a blessing… there never 

was a time when a licentious drama was encouraged, or even tolerated. For above 

the average theater-goer of New York, London, and Paris, in refined taste and 

appreciation were those of San Francisco.40 

  

Two helpful takeaways can be derived from Bancroft’s statement: first, that the 

theatre provided an escape from unsanitary living conditions. Many citizens were in fact 

homeless, while those who were able to secure housing lived in cramped quarters, 

sleeping on cots, in buildings which were often rat-infested.41 Baths were not even 

standardized in houses, hotels, or other living quarters until 1856; prior to that time men 

paid a small fee to bathe at the barber shops. However, despite the fact that these 

residents were living in contaminated quarters, this did not mean they lacked financial 

resources, which were generally spent in saloons or theatres. One recollection of the 

 
40 Hubert Howe Bancroft, The Works of Hubert Bancroft, vol. 35, California Inter Pocola (San Francisco: 

A. L. Bancroft & Co., 1882), 268.    
41 De Russaihl wrote “Another drawback was the number of rats that infested my cottage. But they are 

everywhere in San Francisco as in all wooden cities, and there was nothing to be done. Whenever they let 

me alone, I slept peacefully.” (70–71) 
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period, printed in Colville’s 1856 City Directory, helps illustrate the unpleasant living 

conditions, and the allure of spending one’s evenings in a saloon instead of the home:    

At this period men’s homes were at the eating houses, or in their miserable cloth 

tents, and almost the only comfortable places of resort were the gambling saloons 

which were warm and dry, though fetid with the fumes of tobacco, gin, and other 

liquors, and the poisonous air which had done its duty in turn to a hundred sets of 

lungs.42  

 

Theatres provided another form of escape, and in contrast to the gambling saloons 

described by Colville, often supplied a clean building, as well as food, cigars, liquor, and 

other basic amenities. And if these comforts were not a strong enough allure, they were 

also a place in a male-dominated society where men could see and potentially interact 

with females.  

Bancroft’s second assertion, that there “was never a time when a licentious drama 

was encouraged, or even tolerated,” seems less accurate. The only basis for such a claim 

would be to artificially isolate those theatres and proprietors who made concerted efforts 

to cultivate aspirational musical and theatrical tradition as models representing all San 

Francisco productions. These would-be “highbrow” venues like Meiggs’ Musical Hall, 

Platt’s Music Hall, and Turn Verein Hall, visibly and physically withdrew toward the 

southeast boundaries. However, even theatres like the American and the Jenny Lind, 

where performances of Shakespeare and Verdi abounded, recognized the monetary value 

of also including variety and minstrel shows in their programming—and such 

productions would frequently feature material which would presumably elicit the critique 

of “licentious” from Bancroft. If productions in the large theatres were even debatable in 

 
42 Samuel Colville, San Francisco Directory (San Francisco: Commercial Steam Press, 1856), xvii. 
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terms of their moral connotations, then surely the melodeon stages would cross that 

line—they were, after all, the kinds of places where “Full Grown People” were invited to 

see “Beautiful Girls” described as “As Sweet and Charming Creatures as Ever Escaped a 

Female Seminary.”43 In order to validate his claim regarding the average San Francisco 

“theatre-goer,” Bancroft implicitly ignores attendees of the melodeons altogether. This 

kind of reframing of the narrative allowed writers of San Francisco’s history to remember 

City culture for what they wished it could have been, not necessarily what it was. Thus 

participating in perpetuating and preserving in the historical imagination earlier efforts at 

establishing a high art culture.                 

 

The Rise of the Melodeons 

A history of Gold Rush San Francisco is a history of two distinct economic halves 

within the decade. The short-lived hyper-inflation discussed in the previous chapter, 

followed by a rapid economic drop when gold production began to slow, had its impact 

on theatres and musical productions as well. In fact, only two large-scale theatres (The 

Lyceum and Maguire’s Opera House) were erected between 1855–1860.44 The energy 

and excitement of the first half of the decade ushered in a wave of artistic optimism, 

where massive buildings were erected and daily sold out their auditoriums, and where 

thespians and musicians from throughout the world were lured to San Francisco’s shores. 

But with time the excitement and optimism waned, the banks nearly crashed on Black 

 
43 This was taken from a later Handbill for the Bella Union, created by Foster rather than Tetlow. Tetlow’s 

dodgers were never quite so direct. Estevan, Theatre Buildings, 15:18.  
44 Estevan, Theatre Buildings, 15:182.  
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Friday in 1855, and as Cornel Lengyel so masterfully described it, “Heaven was heaven, 

but Kearny Street was a muddy hole, and there was no Jacob's ladder between them.”45  

The “El Dorado for Musicians” which inspired Miska Hauser to write “I should 

be glad to turn my back on America! But the magic power of gold holds me to 

California's soil,” began to run dry, and visiting artists, like Hauser who left in 1854, 

quickly followed suit in seeking other pastures. 46 By mid-century stars like “The 

American Thrush” Eliza Biscaccianti and “The Swan of Erin” Catherine Hayes, both 

managed by P.T. Barnum, had left San Francisco, making way for a new class of 

localized and quasi-amateur performers to rise to stardom. While it was likely never the 

intent of this wave of musical celebrities to extend their sojourns beyond a few brief 

tours, the inability to continue to attract new artists in the latter 1850s highlights the 

waning allure of San Francisco, which was surely a reflection of diminishing economic 

returns. It was within this contracting and localizing context that the melodeons captured 

the attention of the public, a time when regional celebrities became stars and cultivated 

theatres struggled to maintain their lofty precedent.    

By 1856, when new state legislation sought to curb rampant gambling, the early 

saloons had been forced to either transform and adapt or permanently close their doors.47 

Already the enticement of the tables was beginning to stagnate, as evidenced by an entry 

in Colville’s 1857 City Directory which claimed: 

 
45 Estevan, Theatre Buildings, 15:183.  
46 Works Progress Administration, Northern California, San Francisco, History of Music in San Francisco 

Series, vol. 3, The Letters of Miska Hauser (1853), ed. Cornel Lengyel (San Francisco: Works Progress 

Administration, 1939), 22. 
47 Misha Berson, "The San Francisco Stage Part I: From Gold Rush to Golden Spike, 1849–1869," San 

Francisco Performing Arts Library & Museum Journal, no. 2 (Fall 1989), 80.  
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It is fashionable and right now to denounce the habit [gambling]. But some, ay, 

many who do so, when they do it, denounce their conduct in 1849. The fox who 

lost his tail is not likely to admire the trap, nor them who set it. And the 

temptations now to gamble, it must be confessed, are vastly less than then.48  

 

Faced with these obstacles, savvy saloon owners were forced to adapt. Stages 

were added to existing halls, which in turn permitted their marketing as musical venues; 

these were in fact some of the first to assume the name “melodeon”.  Venues such as the 

Bella Union, Gilbert’s Melodeon, the What Cheer, and the New Idea, among others, 

quickly became the most popular sites of entertainment in San Francisco. At the same 

time, a number of less-successful establishments also appropriated the term, though some 

only stayed open for a couple of months.  

By the latter part of the 1850s, these venues were a new nexus for new 

entertainment strategies. The only females permitted were waitresses serving drinks and 

tobacco, who often doubled as dancers, though women were permitted in on-stage roles. 

The repertoires included minstrel shows, popular opera arias, patriotic music, sentimental 

ballads, comedic sketches, onstage dances, and dramatic skits. The melodeons appear to 

have taken note of the earlier circus’s success and sought to capture this experience 

indoors. Acrobats, tight-rope walkers, and even equestrian performers thus became part 

of a melodeon’s evening entertainments.    

 The melodeon’s rise in popularity says much about the turn of the decade. Ten 

years before, there had been no reports of gold, and Yerba Buena was still a sparsely 

populated settlement, centered on a Plaza near the opening of a large cove. In a few short 

years, that very cove was filled-in and that Plaza was transformed from the most 

 
48 Colville, City Directory (1857), xvii. 
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important geographical center to an undesirable and dangerous location. And this is 

where the melodeons thrived. Respectable gentlemen might see themselves as part of the 

“music-loving public” which Herold’s society aimed to cultivate, and yet still find their 

way by night into the streets of the Barbary Coast to catch a show at a melodeon. The 

following chapter details how these melodeons were able to capitalize on this situation, 

when the economy collapsed, the large-scale venues failed to entice the same talent they 

had enjoyed previously, and new entertainment opportunities emerged. Yet the efforts 

towards building a high art culture did not wane during this shift; in fact, they intensified 

throughout the 1850s and even the remainder of the century. San Francisco’s musical 

history thus tells two different stories, based on who is recalling what venues. Thus, in 

order to fully understand the social dynamics of the melodeons, citizens’ perceptions 

must be seen through a deep contextual knowledge of the very artistic endeavors for 

which some were trying to escape.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

FREEDOM FROM CONSTRAINED ETIQUETTE 

 
The name “melodeon” originates with a portable reed organ, the kind of 

instrument typically played in these sorts of venues.1 It was a time when pianos were 

scarce and unaffordable. On the other hand, though less expensive, melodeons were 

difficult to transport and fragile. Pianos might have accompanied the stages of the 

American or the Musical Hall, but were certainly not in ready supply for a converted 

saloon like the Bella Union.2 Stephen Massett, who once played the “only piano in town” 

at his debut concert, was relegated to playing a melodeon later in his career and wrote 

about his difficulties with the instrument:  

I had a “Melodeon” in those days (as pianos were difficult to obtain) upon which I 

accompanied myself in my songs. Now this has not a very lively effect, either 

upon the performance or the audience—the music emitted therefrom being a sort 

of cross between an accordeon and a barrel organ—at the same time, I have to 

keep in the wind by a perpetual movement of the right foot on the “pedal,” ah: if 

for a second I miss, the “bellows” indignantly resigns its office—the machine 

gives a feeble and dying squeak—and I am left to the tender mercy of my 

audience.3 

 

The instrument’s patent was filed by a Boston-based company named Mason & Hamlin 

(who began operation in 1853), and even they acknowledged the limitations of their 

instrument: 

 
1 Quite possibly Mason and Hamlins, who filed the patent for melodeons and began production in 1853; In 

addition to their use on the San Francisco stage, melodeons were also ubiquitous in frontier Hymn singing.  
2 This, of course, changed over time as the melodeons became more lucrative ventures and typically 

employed an orchestra or band director who often doubled as a pianist. 
3 Stephen C. Masset, “Drifting About,” or, “What Jeems Pipes of Pipesville” Saw and Did: An 

Autobiography (New York: Carleton, 1863), 246. 
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The Melodeon has never attained the best quality of tone, while it is greatly 

deficient in power and volume, and in capacity for expression. These 

imperfections prevent it from being an entirely satisfactory instrument, especially 

for use in large rooms, and with considerable numbers of voices, where volume of 

tone is indispensable… it has failed to satisfy musicians fully.4 

 

Although not possessing as large of auditoriums as some San Francisco theatres, a 

melodeon stage would surely qualify as a “loud room with a considerable number of 

voices,” therefore making the pains of the instrument all the more frustrating to 

performers. An advertisement from an 1863 Mason & Hamlin’s catalog (Fig. 5.1) shows 

what a melodeon in a San Francisco hall might have looked like.

 

Figure 5.1. 1863 Advertisement for a Mason & Hamlin’s Melodeon5 

 
4 “Melodeons Introduced,” in Mason & Hamlin’s Cabinet Organs and Melodeons (Boston: 1863), 5. 

Control Number: 81143031, General Collections, Library of Congress Washington, D.C., accessed March 

6, 2020, https://memory.loc.gov/service/gdc/scd0001/2012/20121121011ma/20121121011ma.pdf.   
5 Mason & Hamlin, 23. 
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This illustration is the “portable style” (weighing between ninety and one hundred 

pounds), which came in rosewood or walnut and offered either a four or five octave 

range.    

When looking at the image, it is easy to empathize with Masset’s frustration, 

hauling the heavy instrument from site to site, only to be disappointed by its inadequate 

tone quality and volume. Looking at the physical attributes of the instrument also 

provides a mental visualization of a performer, like Massett, hurriedly compressing the 

two pedals in fear of running out of the air in the bellows.  

Pianos were not entirely scarce by that time, already in 1852 Atwill & Co. had a 

music store on the corner of Washington and Montgomery which advertised the sale of 

“Piano-Fortes.”6 While evidence shows some melodeons later acquired pianos, it is 

noteworthy they would choose an instrument which was perceived as inferior for the 

name of their venue.7 Like so many attributes of the melodeon stage, the choice of 

instrument (whether strictly born out of necessity or not) represents a reaction against 

established class and musical culture. Not only did the performances employ an “inferior 

instrument,” they embraced it and used its name as a title for their venues. The word 

“melodeon” thus came to denote much more than a simple reed organ: it was symbolic of 

 
6 James M. Parker, The San Francisco City Directory for the year 1852–53, 43. F869.s3 a1 1852p, The 

Bancroft Library, University of California-Berkeley, Berkeley, CA.  
7 There were concert halls in other cities which appropriated the name as well. Perhaps most famously, the 

Melodeon in Boston, which operated between 1838–1870. Performances in this hall, however, did not bear 

any resemblance to that of a San Francisco melodeon, beginning their operation with a season of concerts 

in 1839 put on by the Handel and Haydn. Nearby California cities also opened melodeons, which did more 

closely resemble that of San Francisco, including the Forrest Melodeon in Sacramento and a series of 

variety-themed halls in Virginia City (several of which were run by Maguire).   
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the kind of places which unapologetically embraced their inability (or perhaps 

unwillingness) to provide pianos.  

This chapter attempts to reconstruct some of the attributes that typified these 

venues as melodeons. Through newspaper and periodical reviews, playbills, songsters, 

iconographic, and geographic analysis, I seek to recreate what it might have felt like to 

attend a show in a melodeon. This data is supplemented with the first-hand recollections 

by David Wilder—a previously-unexamined source—recorded in his journal between 

1863–64. My analysis considers physical traits, such as the reed organ, the dimensional 

aspects of the buildings, and extant visual ephemera, logistical information like ticket 

prices and amenities provided, the geographical locales and social implications of 

attending these shows, legal ramifications of their productions, the makeup of the local 

audience, a sampling of the varied repertoire associated with these performances, and the 

historical legacy they left behind.   

The near-instantaneous success of the earliest melodeons inspired many new 

businesses and existing theatres to appropriate the name “melodeon.” Some examples 

include the What Cheer Melodeon, the Louisiana Melodeon, the Union Theatre, which 

briefly went by the New National Mammoth Melodeon, and a short-lived Jenny Lind 

Melodeon.8 Likewise, theatres like the Polka, the New Idea, the Eureka Minstrel Hall, 

and the Lyceum, among others, staged performances similar to those of the melodeons, 

 
8 These venues rarely appear in the secondary literature, given their short-lived operations. My information 

comes instead from a series of broadsides in the archives at the Society of California Pioneers, of which at 

least one exists for each of the cited venues. Frederick R. Sherman Music Collection, 1850–1940, 

B001730–B001739, Society of California Pioneers, San Francisco, CA.  
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even in the absence of the term.9 Nevertheless, despite this ubiquity the success of the 

melodeons was ephemeral: only the Bella Union stayed in operation for more than a 

decade. This chapter then focused upon three of the most prominent and financially 

successful: Gilbert’s Melodeon, The Melodeon (also known as Johnson’s Melodeon), and 

the Bella Union. All operated on or near the Plaza and were heralded by newspapers and 

period sources as wildly popular and continuously sold out. They also served as a career 

starting point for a number of performers who eventually found fame beyond San 

Francisco.   

 

From Plaza to Barbary Coast 

When Maguire sold the Jenny Lind in 1852, so that it could be turned into the 

new City Hall, his efforts were met with skepticism. The move was indeed perplexing 

given that businesses tended to be moving away from the Plaza. Bancroft shared that 

skepticism and wondered why city officials would have chosen such a location, calling it 

“a place that few respectable persons would care to enter except driven there by 

necessity.”10 By September a Sacramento newspaper had begun referring to the incident 

as “the Jenny Lind Swindle,” a sentiment that persisted in the press and which by 

December was circulating in the San Francisco newspapers as well.11 Lingering disdain 

 
9 There were some key differences in protocol for these theatres, the most significant relating to permitting 

female attendees.  
10 Hubert Howe Bancroft, The Works of Hubert Bancroft, vol. 35, California Inter Pocula (San Francisco: 

A. L. Bancroft & Co., 1888), 265. 
11 Sacramento Daily Union, 13 September 1852; Daily Alta California, 11 December 1852; The term 

became so ubiquitous it was even cited throughout the 1855 Annals of San Francisco (395).  
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over the “swindle” ensued as the neighborhood continued to deteriorate over the 

following decades. Bancroft recalled the location as follows:  

The sorriest of all sink-holes was the old city hall… which proved to be a bad 

speculation, it was by potent, grace, and reverend city fathers, for a proper 

consideration of their pockets by the seller, converted into a municipal building.12  

 

In spite of such criticism, the Wide West acknowledged in 1858: “The Bella 

Union is being fitted up for similar performances to those which have made the 

Melodeon so popular and profitable [and that] the Plaza is a good locality for such a place 

of amusement.”13 Their writers also commented on melodeons as an alternative to “first-

class” theatres:  

Besides these, the amusement-mongers had the Melodeon, the Bella Union, and 

the Polka, where to indulge their music-loving propensities with the accessory 

attractions of foaming lager and the fumes of fine Havanse.14  

 

Such establishments were often called “bit houses” due to their inexpensive entry 

fare (typically 25 cents, though the Bella Union also offered a one bit [twelve and a half 

cents] cover charge for its first twenty years).15 For an affordable price, patrons could 

enjoy brandy or lager and a cigar, brought by female waitresses who doubled as a 

dancers, and catch a variety show which might feature blackface minstrels, dancers, skits, 

and a number of other amusements.16 Despite the increasingly negative associations of 

Portsmouth Square, the melodeons filled an inexpensive entertainment void which 

 
12 Bancroft, California Inter Pocula, 35:265.  
13 Wide West, 24 January 1858. 
14 Wide West, 14 March 1858. 
15 George Martin, Verdi at the Golden Gate: Opera and San Francisco in the Gold Rush Years (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1993), 12; Misha Berson, "The San Francisco Stage Part I: From Gold Rush 

to Golden Spike, 1849–1869, "San Francisco Performing Arts Library & Museum Journal, no. 2 (Fall 

1989): 61. 
16 Berson, “San Francisco Stage,” 60. 
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became all the more necessary after the economic collapse, and did in fact attract 

“respectable” persons to the neighborhood.  

The following table provides information on the geographical locations of theatres 

operating on or near Portsmouth Square between 1855–1865.  

Table 1 Barbary Coast Theatres between 1855–186517 

VENUE LOCATION YEAR OPENED 

BELLA UNION North side of Washington between 

Kearny and Dupont (now Grant) 

1849 

MAGUIRE’S OPERA 

HOUSE 

 

618 Washington 1856 

THE MELODEON 

 

724 Montgomery 1857 

LYCEUM THEATRE Northwest corner of Washington 

and Montgomery 

1858 

GILBERT’S MELODEON 

 

Northeast corner of Clay and 

Kearny 

1859 

MINSTREL HALL 

(FORMERLY 

ATHENAEUM II) 

West side of Montgomery, between 

Washington and Jackson (entrance 

above the Metropolitan) 

1860 

METROPOLITAN (II) West side of Montgomery, between 

Washington and Jackson 

1861 

THE POLKA 

 

Clay Street, near the Plaza 1860 

THE WHAT CHEER 

MELODEON 

123 Sacramento 

 

1858 

 

The data shows that the majority of theatres were situated close to Washington Street, 

which ran along the northern border of the Square, while the most congested group of 

theatres operated one block east, near the intersection of Washington and Montgomery. 

 
17 Information gathered from a combination of my own archival sources and Works Progress 

Administration, Northern California, San Francisco, San Francisco Theatre Research, vol. 15, Theatre 

Buildings, ed. Lawrence Estevan (San Francisco: Works Progress Administration, 1940), 240–256.     
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This was also the location Asbury cited as the epicenter of violence and crime associated 

with the Barbary Coast.18    

Because of this proximity, patrons could comfortably walk to multiple venues in a 

single night. One night in October of 1863, David Wilder wrote in his journal: “I saw 

Mrs. Jordan play in ‘Follies of a Night’ at Maguire’s, then saw Senorita Maria dance at 

Gilbert’s, and finally went to the Bella Union.”19 All three of these venues were located 

in the area cited in table 1. In fact, David regularly and frequently attended all of the 

above listed theatres.  

 By this point in time, David had moved from his residence at the Cooledge house 

to the San Francisco Olympic Hall, which was located near the intersection of Sutter and 

Montgomery. This location was two blocks south of an office he rented on the corner of 

Montgomery and Pine, and five blocks south of Portsmouth Square. These locations 

illustrate the essentially pedestrian nature of Wilder’s day-to-day life: while sometimes 

David would talk about riding in carriages, these are mostly discussed in relation to 

sharing rides with affluent friends and colleagues. It seems more likely that David 

frequently walked.  

His journals also offer sufficient evidence to imagine how a typical day might 

have unfolded: David wakes up and has breakfast at his boarding house. If he is feeling 

ambitious, he has a workout in the Olympic Hall’s gymnasium, though he is admittedly 

prone to skipping this part of his routine. He leaves his residence and walks two blocks 

 
18 Herbert Asbury, The Barbary Coast: An Informal History of the San Francisco Underworld (New York: 

A. A. Knopf, 1933), 125. 
19 “David Wilder Diary,” [1863-64], BANC MSS C-F 141, Robert Ernest Cowan Collection, Bancroft 

Library, University of California, Berkeley, CA. Entry dated 14 October 1863. 
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north on Montgomery to his office. After work he continues walking northward on 

Montgomery for an additional four blocks toward the theatres clustered near the 

intersection of Jackson and Montgomery. He might pay a larger fee to see a production at 

Maguire’s or the Metropolitan. If, after the performance, he is not yet ready to return to 

the Olympic Hall, he perhaps makes his way one block southwest to the Bella Union and 

pays his two bits to watch Biscaccianti sing. Perhaps he leaves the show early enough to 

see what is happening less than a block down the street at Gilbert’s Melodeon. David was 

not one to typically return to his boarding house too early, some entries claiming he was 

out until 4:00 AM. Moreover, since he is an accomplished amateur flutist, pianist, and 

composer, he has musician friends who perform in the melodeons. He might therefore 

decide to attend an after-party with his friend Jennie Lamont, for example, who 

frequently performed at Gilbert’s. In such cases, he would hitch a carriage ride and spend 

the evening playing music in the home of one of these friends. If not, he walks a block to 

the east and an additional five blocks south on Montgomery back to his boarding house. 

Imagining a scenario like this reveals how the combination of a predominantly 

walking society and the close proximity of these theatres yielded a highly active nightlife 

in the Barbary Coast. Such scenarios might in turn help explain why the melodeons were 

so appealing at this particular moment in time, and how their geographical proximity 

aided this appeal by generating pockets of entertainment energy in specific locations.         

David was an ambitious man who worked his way through several promotions in 

his regiment, in addition to serving as secretary and accountant for a number of silver 

mining companies. He also regularly attended church services. Given these 

accomplishments, paired with the upscale company he kept, it seems likely he would 
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have fit the criteria for a “respectable gentleman” of the period. Like other respectable 

gentlemen, he ventured into the Barbary Coast to watch shows at the melodeons, despite 

the slightly shady social implications of these venues. This was, of course, in stark 

contrast to Bancroft’s recollections of the Plaza as “a place that few respectable persons 

would care to enter except driven there by necessity.” On October 6 [1863], David wrote 

“Spent this evening at Gilbert’s… Altogether I’m rather tired of this place, I think I shall 

go no more.”20 And yet he returned two days later and twice the following week. Such 

conflict of intentions could be due to general boredom with the performances, or it might 

also represent a conflict with regularly engaging in the kinds of entertainment happening 

at Gilbert’s.   

David was surely not alone in his exploits. Often newspaper reports would tell 

stories of unnamed gentlemen who attended the concerts. One example, published in the 

San Francisco Call, tells of “3 or 4 young men of respectable connections,” who had 

obtained a box in the Bella Union, while “said respectable connections, [are] dozing 

away in their residences on Rincon Hill and elsewhere, under the hallucination that their 

worthy scions are attending a levee of the Young Men's Christian Association.”21 Here 

the author clearly alludes to geographical stratification as an indicator of class 

distinctions and provides evidence of class intersections, contrasting “those from Rincon 

Hill and elsewhere,” which occurred within the walls of the Bella Union.  

The Call article ends with a an allusion regarding one of the waitresses, a “pretty 

girl with [an] intellectual forehead that sits near one of the centers on the stage… [who] 

 
20 Wilder, 6 October 1863.  
21 Reprinted from Estevan, Theatre Research, 15:11.  
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might tell you some very queer things about some very worthy people, but she won't."22 

The article makes explicit the secrecy, and perhaps even shamefulness, associated with 

attending these events. More implicitly, the author seems to suggest further social 

distinctions by referencing the waitress’s “intellectual forehead.” Throughout the 1850s 

the Daily Alta printed advertisements for lectures on phrenology, so the highbrow 

connotations would have not been lost on the Call’s readers. By referencing her 

“intellectual forehead” the author seems to question why a highbrowed waitress was 

spending her evenings and employment at a place like the Bella Union. 

 

Gilbert’s Melodeon 

The response to a particular incident at Gilbert’s Melodeon in 1863 exemplifies 

the venues’ social implications. On April 22, a “posse of police made a descent… on the 

disreputable place of amusement.” The Daily Alta described the event as a “disgusting 

show” where four models, who were advertised in the handbill as presenting “A chaste 

and beautiful illustration of high art,” were dressed in flesh-colored tights and placed on a 

revolving platform where the audience could view a variety of “libidinous and obscene 

attitudes.”23 The women arrested that evening were later released on $50 bail, though the 

venue faced an eventual lawsuit for “lewdness.”24 The newspaper reported that the 

incident was “as foul a commentary upon the depravity of human nature in the 

Metropolis of the Pacific, as could be imagined,” though the reporter was also careful to 

 
22 Estevan, Theatre Buildings, 15:11. 
23 Daily Alta California, 23 April 1863. 
24 Martin, Verdi at the Golden Gate, 261.  
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point out that “some of those present say that the disgusting scene was hissed and 

groaned, but these demonstrations were quickly drowned in the general applause.”25 The 

latter point may imply that some men in attendance wanted to avoid the disreputable 

associations of their presence that evening. By acknowledging some were “hissing and 

groaning” the reporter allows the unnamed men to distance themselves by showing their 

disapproval of the “disgusting” affair.  

Gilbert’s Melodeon (Fig.5.2) was located on Portsmouth Square at the southeast 

corner of Kearny and Clay, the site which had once been the location of the California 

Exchange. The melodeon shows took place on the second floor, while the downstairs 

housed a bizarre place of amusement called the Pacific Museum. The museum was run 

by a former bear tamer named John C. Adams and his hall featured several peculiar 

oddities. For example, in addition to seeing Adams engage with the live bears, an 

attendee could view a “deformed digger Indian” who “could scarcely be called human,” 

or observe a nine year old girl called “La Petite Cerite,” who was reportedly locked in a 

cage with a panther for several hours (it was promised that she would do a song and 

dance “if she made it out alive”).26 Such unsettling forms of entertainment were not 

uncommon in San Francisco and are consistent with similar practices in circuses and 

carnivals. Gilbert was responsible for razing the old Exchange building and erecting the 

new seventy-five by one-hundred-foot building. His decision to pick the Pacific Museum 

for his lessee might also hint at the style of shows he desired on the upper level as the 

 
25 Daily Alta California, 23 April 1863. 
26 Daily Alta California, 28 August 1860; Estevan, Theatre Buildings, 210. 
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high levels of variety, which were emblematic of melodeon productions, were further 

bolstered by the oddities on the building’s lower level.27  

  

 

Figure 5.2. Gilbert’s Melodeon on the corner of Clay and Kearny28 

Like the Bella Union and other melodeons, Gilbert’s relied heavily on variety and 

minstrel shows. An 1861 advertisement included three acts: Max O’Neill, “The Great 

Irish Comedian and Vocalist,” Max Irwin, “The Favorite Ethiopian Comedian,” and Miss 

Joey La Forrest, “The Beautiful and Accomplished Commedienne, Danseuse and 

 
27 Even though Gilbert managed his melodeon until 1865, the Pacific Museum likely only operated in his 

building until 1860 or 1861. The newspapers ran advertisements and reviews of the museum between 

1859–60, likewise it appears in the 1860 City Directory, but not in 1861. The name “Pacific Museum” 

remerged in the Daily Alta in 1865, but its address is listed on Pine Street. 
28 F. Gilbert's Melodeon located at Clay and Kearny Streets, Print, 1860, AAA-8678, San Francisco Public 

Library, San Francisco, CA, accessed June 30, 2020, http://sflib1.sfpl.org:82/record=b1003751. 
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Vocalist.”29 Gilbert’s would go on to employ several successful performers of the day 

including Ned Harrigan, Jake Wallace, the Worrell Sisters, Lotta Crabtree, and Harry 

Courtaine, all of whom were recruited by other melodeons (including the Bella Union) 

and several of whom enjoyed careers beyond San Francisco.  

In placing the emphasis on comedy and variety, the venue also unapologetically 

offered an alternative to cultivated musical efforts. The fact that the April 22 incident was 

marketed as “A chaste and beautiful illustration of high art” seems to carry parodic 

connotations—a clear mockery of the goals put forth by the “legitimate” theatres. This 

only furthers the argument that Gilbert’s, and other melodeons, were intentionally 

reacting against perceived high art efforts in other theatres, and this is all the more 

reinforced by their slogan, “freedom from constrained etiquette.”30 

Gilbert sold his venue in 1865 and it subsequently went through a series of name 

changes: from Gilbert’s to Worrell’s Olympic, then the Olympic Melodeon, and 

eventually the New Olympic Theatre.31 But during those initial six years, this incredibly 

popular melodeon was the fiercest competitor of the Bella Union, situated less than a 

block north on the Plaza. 

                  

Johnson’s Melodeon 

In San Francisco’s historic Jackson Square sits an old store-front building on the 

east side of Montgomery street between Washington and Jackson. The renovated building 

 
29 Daily Alta California, 26 August 1861. 
30 Herbert Asbury, The Barbary Coast: An Informal History of the San Francisco Underworld (New York: 

A. A. Knopf, 1933), 125. 
31 Estevan, Theatre Buildings, 15:209. 
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is home to a men’s rugged upscale outdoor clothing line called Filson. If you were to ask 

a clerk or a local resident about the building, they would tell you it is called the “Old 

Belli Building.” The name hearkens back to the famed lawyer Melvin Belli who 

converted it into his law office in 1959 and painted on the door: “the Law Offices of 

Belli, Belli, & Belli.”32 They also might tell stories about the support beam built from an 

original mast of a Gold Rush era ship. The Belli building is a rare structure in San 

Francisco because it is one of only a handful of buildings that survived the 1906 

Earthquake and Fire. Originally built in 1849, upon a crudely assembled wooden 

construction set in the mud of Yerba Buena Cove, the building was destroyed by fire in 

1851 and rebuilt the same year. The store front is all that remains, but is original to this 

1851 structure, making this the only theatre building which survives from the Gold Rush 

period. When first erected, the Belli Building housed Langerman’s Tobacco and Segar 

Warehouse, but in December of 1857 was renovated as a theatre and became home to a 

venue simply called the Melodeon.  

The star of the Melodeon was a humorist, actor, and singer named J.E. Johnson. 

His quick ascent to fame is the source of the venue’s generic title of “Johnson’s” 

Melodeon. The Daily Alta wrote: “Those who love the concord of sweet sounds should 

not fail to pay a visit to the Melodeon, which has already attained an enviable reputation 

as a place of popular amusement. The comic songs of Johnson alone are worth the price 

of admission.”33 Though in a less obvious manner than Gilbert’s, the Melodeon 

 
32 Lisa Davis, “Battle Belli,” San Francisco Weekly, 12 April 2000, accessed November 8, 2019, 

https://archives.sfweekly.com/sanfrancisco/battle-belli/Content?oid=2138403.  
33 Daily Alta California, 20 February 1858. 
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nevertheless presented a popular alternative to mainstream theatres: “Those who wish to 

pass a pleasant evening, and without going into the expense of the older established 

places of resort, should look into the Melodeon.”34 The ubiquitous vaudeville and 

minstrel acts were integrated with Chinese music and dance described as “cha ming” and 

also featuring jugglers.35 While the integration and marketablity of ethnically diverse 

programs was standard fare in the melodeons, Johnson’s extensive use of Chinese 

elements in regular programming was unique to this venue.      

In April of 1858, The Melodeon published a songster titled Johnson’s Comic 

Songs. By second edition, released in 1860, it was claimed to have already sold over ten 

thousand copies.36 Comic Songs offers a glimpse into what a skit at a melodeon might 

have looked like, though it should be noted that these books were marketed to a broader 

audience, more diverse than the all-male viewers who patronized the theatre.  

Rather in the fashion of a minstrel show, the songster begins with a skit in which 

Johnson’s character introduces himself and apologizes for a fictitious cold he has been 

dealing with. Under the urging of an anonymous “Mr. Chairman” who serves as a 

moderator for this scene, he finally makes his attempt to sing: 

(Blows his nose, and sings.) 

Bright, bright are the beams 

Of the morning (sneezes) sky,  

And sweet dew the red blossom sips; 

But brighter are the glances of dear woman’s eye, 

And sweeter is the dew on her (sneezes) nose. 

 
 

34 Daily Alta California, 27 February 1858.   
35 On February 27 [1858] The Daily Alta wrote, “Vaudevilles prettily acted, and enlivened with cha ming 

music and dances, comprise a considerable part of the performances”; and on May 4 wrote, “The Chinese 

jugglery is a decidedly popular feature.” 
36 Johnson's Original Comic Songs, Pamphlets by California Poets, F855.3.P26 v.3:1, Bancroft Library, 

University of California, Berkeley, CA.  
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(spoken) Lips, I should have said, Mr. Chairman.  

 

The purported “cold” was enough to convince the Chairman that Johnson was in 

no way able to sing. The Chairman, in turn, recruits a laborer from the audience, a fact 

the Chairman finds displeasing: “Never mind who you work for, sir; we don’t want to 

know the particulars of your private history.” The laborer obliges and asks, “Well, sir, 

wud yez like a comic song, or a sintimintal one?” The dialect suggests Irish caricature, a 

staple feature in melodeon shows. A flustered Mr. Chairman exclaims, “Whichever you 

please, sir; only do for God’s sake begin at once.” To which the laborer responds, “Well, 

Mr. Chairman, ye naden’t get in a passion wid me. I was going to sing ye a very pretty 

comic song, but I won’t sing a one at all; I’ll try a sintimintal one; it isn’t much in my 

way, but I’ll do it just to taze ye.” 

The skit reveals a lot about the style of humor, ethnic-caricature, and working-

class satire so common in a melodeon like Johnson’s. Mr. Chairman represents a certain 

brand of pretentiousness which patrons of the melodeons sought to escape. As a result, in 

this skit the roles are reversed, as the laborer jokes at the Chairman’s expense, while the 

Chairman is increasingly flustered. Because period sources suggest a diversity of 

audiences from varying socio-demographic backgrounds, a skit of this nature allowed 

those accused of class-based pretentiousness to have a laugh at their own expense and in 

that moment shed the required sense of decorum which regulated daily life.     

Johnson’s Melodeon was instantly popular. On January 9, 1858, the Daily Alta 

wrote: “There is nothing in the way of amusements in this city that can compare with the 

Melodeon. It is a literal fact that everybody goes there, the Hall is packed to its utmost 
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capacity every night.”37 Yet for all its popularity, the Melodeon had one flaw which 

proved fatal to its continued success: the old Langerman building was simply too small to 

house their expanding audiences. And so, on June 9, the Daily Alta printed an 

advertisement for the newly erected Lyceum Theatre, which showcased the “Joint efforts 

of the Melodeon and San Francisco Minstrel Troupes,” an event which drew a crowded 

audience that subsequently “tested the capacity of the house.”38 Given their ability to sell 

out the considerably larger Lyceum auditorium, the Melodeon troupe, along with their 

wildly popular headliner Johnson, decided to permanently switch theatres, in turn, the 

Melodeon quickly went under. It had been a short-lived venture, not even lasting a year, 

but period sources suggest that in that short time the Melodeon was the most popular 

place of entertainment in San Francisco. It thus represents an important chapter in the 

melodeon story. Like so many theatres which assumed the name “melodeon,” individual 

houses’ success was fleeting. But unlike the Louisiana or Jenny Lind, Johnson’s 

Melodeon briefly and fully captured the attention of local San Franciscans.     

 

The Bella Union  

In 1869, the San Francisco Call wrote: 

Who has not heard of the Bella Union? Go to the farthest end of our sage brush in 

the mountain country, and you will meet some antique miner of the primeval days 

who will tell, with glistening eye, of the many queer sights he enjoyed at the 

ancient Bella Union.39 

  

 
37 Daily Alta California, 9 January 1858; By everybody, it should be noted that like other melodeons 

women were not allowed in this hall. The Wide West, in fact, published an article titled “No Place for 

Ladies” which recounted an experience of a woman who “accidently” peeked in on a performance. 
38 Daily Alta California, 9 June 1858. 
39 Reprinted from Asbury, Barbary Coast, 128. 
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The “Belly” Union, as it was often called, had a history nearly as old as the Gold Rush 

itself, beginning its earliest days as a saloon and gambling house. Like other “dens of 

iniquity” in those early years, the Bella Union carried a whiff of danger. Its first concert 

was on October 22, 1849 and featured an out of town ensemble, the Philadelphia 

Minstrels. The opening day advertisement read: "The citizens are favored by the truly 

amusing concerts for an admission fee of $2.00 at the Bella Union Hall, entrance on 

Washington Street. All lovers of fun are advised to go and hear them."40 By all accounts 

the concerts were successful, but the violence associated with the area did not omit the 

traveling minstrel troupe. After a brawl broke out in the theatre during the first month of 

their performances, an accidental gunshot wound killed one of the members, Charles 

Reynolds. The group left the following day for the Sandwich Islands.41  

Real as well as imagined danger would prove to be a common experience. 

Gunshot wounds, whether by accident or intention, became associated with the Bella 

Union and other Barbary Coast theatres. De Russaihl visited the Bella Union in 1853 and 

wrote about one such fight: “Once, when I was in the Bella Union, two gamblers burst 

into filthy insults, then stamped out onto the open floor, and standing a few feet apart, 

emptied their revolvers at each other.” His description emphasizes the performative 

liminality of such events:  

The men who are present at these murders are careful not to interfere: they love 

such scenes and eagerly clear a space so that the fighters will have room enough. 

 
40 Works Progress Administration, Northern California, San Francisco, History of Music in San Francisco 

Series, vol. 7, Anthology of Music Criticism, ed. Cornel Lengyel (San Francisco: Works Progress 

Administration, 1942), 31. 
41 Berson, “San Francisco Stage,” 61. 
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Everyone looks on and laughs, even though one of their countrymen is almost 

certain to be killed.42  

 

And yet in spite of real and imagined dangers, longtime proprietor Samuel Tetlow 

continued to find willing musicians, actors, and dancers to entertain his customers.  

Even though the Bella Union had been open as a commercial establishment since 

1849 and had provided live music from its inception, it was only after it became a 

melodeon in 1856 that shows developed into a featured attraction. Whereas earlier 

performances provided incidental accompaniment to the liquor, tobacco, and gambling 

associated with the saloon, the addition of a stage in a room adjacent to the barroom 

signified a greater level of focus on the entertainers. A canny businessman, Tetlow used 

the transition in 1856 as an opportunity to generate new streams of revenue, creating and 

distributing what he called “dodgers”: inexpensive advertising cards that he littered 

throughout the town prior to concerts. As a result of his efforts, Tetlow’s business had the 

longest-running success of all the San Francisco melodeons, a success which can be 

traced in the ubiquity of references to and ephemera from the Bella Union.   

A broadside for the “Bella Union Melodeon,” dated April 4, 1863, carried the 

following headline: “This Temple of Fun, Having been entirely REMODELED AND 

RENOVATED, is rendered by the addition of an ELEGANT CIRCLE OF BOXES, the 

most comfortable and complete, as well as the Most Favorite Place of Amusement in the 

City.”43 Some iconographic sources help detail what this interior might have looked like. 

 
42 Albert Benard de Russaihl Last Adventure: San Francisco in 1851, trans. Clarkson Crane (San Francisco: 

The Westgate Press, 1933), 14–15. 
43 Bella Union Melodeon, 4 April 1863, B001731, “Frederick R. Sherman Music Collection, 1850–1940,” 

Society of California Pioneers, San Francisco, CA.  
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An 1893 article in the San Francisco Call, for example, provides a much later sketch of 

the Bella Union’s interior (Fig. 5.3), meant to emphasize the decline of the theatre, which 

would permanently close just three years later.  

Unfortunately, since a widening of the roads in 1868 resulted in building 

renovations and a change of address from 706 Washington street to 805 Kearny Street, 

this image does not reflect an exact illustration. It does, nonetheless, contain materials 

which agree with period descriptions and, therefore, can help project what the interior 

might have looked like. For example, the ring of box seats recall the “Elegant Circle of 

Boxes” described in Tetlow’s broadside thirty-years prior. Another sketch, of an 

anonymous “Evening Scene in a Melodeon” by Arthur Lemon, printed in an 1874 edition 

of Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, shares striking resemblances (Fig. 5.4). It 

portrays an intimate space, where the audience was not far from the stage, and with a low 

stage close to ground level.  

 

Figure 5.3. An 1893 sketch of the interior of the Bella Union44 

 
44San Francisco Call, 9 June 1893.  
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Figure 5.4. Arthur Lemon sketch, “California, San Francisco—Evening Scene in a Melodeon”45 

The disheveled seats in the 1893 sketch offer a broader glimpse of what attending 

a show from a 25 cent “Parquette” admission might entail. Although the boxes are not 

present in Lemon’s sketch, the image contextualizes the 1893 sketch by showcasing what 

a typical melodeon’s “Parquette” clientele looked like. An all-male audience gazes upon 

female performers, the room is filled with smoke and several of the men are holding 

cigars, while a poster advertising a “Parisian Can-Can Every Evening,” arouses titillating 

expectations for the night ahead. The class-stratification evident in the written accounts is 

also in this caricature, wherein clothing and varying degrees of tidiness, especially 

evident in their facial hair, likely correlated with social standing. Likewise, the posture of 

the audience corroborates the loosened decorum implied in other documents. One man is 

 
45 Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, February 21, 1874, Folder: Theatre Buildings [Bella Union], the 

San Francisco Museum of Performance and Design, San Francisco, CA.  
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even seen sitting on the top of the bench, with his feet on the seat, while all are leaning 

forward, captivated by the activity onstage. An 1862 advertisement for the Bella Union 

tells of a “TERRIFIC ASCENSION” in which Mademoiselle Ella Cadez would travel on 

“a Single Wire” without the aid of a pole, from the “Stage to the Gallery.”46 In the 

context of the two images just described, it does not seem a stretch to imagine the appeal 

of this gymnastic feat: a low stage, with a wire running towards the boxes, and a group of 

men looking up as Mademoiselle Cadez gradually made her way over their heads.   

 Like Gilbert’s, the Bella Union was frequently criticized for inappropriate 

material. In 1869, the San Francisco Call described a show as “songs and dances of 

licentious and profane character,” and again like Gilbert’s, the Bella Union eventually 

faced a morality-based lawsuit in 1882.47 Samuel Tetlow ran Bella Union until 1887, 

when Ned Foster took over management. During that span, Tetlow was constantly 

embroiled in legal troubles stemming from the employment of underage acrobats and the 

abuse of horses, to the more extreme: a trial for murdering his business partner, Billy 

Skeatlebury, in a duel.48 Even though Tetlow was acquitted at trial, the duel proved to be 

the catalyst for his permanent departure from the entertainment industry. The Bella Union 

only stayed open another five years, when an 1892 law prohibiting the sale of alcohol in 

theatres proved too costly for the profit margin to endure.49   

 

 
46 Bella Union Melodeon, May 17, 1862, Folder: Theatre Buildings [Bella Union], the San Francisco 

Museum of Performance and Design, San Francisco, CA. 
47 Reprinted from Jeremy Agnew, Entertainment in the Old West: Theater, Music, Circuses, Medicine 

Shows, Prizefighting and Other Popular Amusements (Jefferson, NC: MacFarland & Company, Inc., 2011), 

82.  
48 Asbury, Barbary Coast, 127. 
49 Agnew, Entertainment in the Old West, 82.  
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Remembering the Melodeons 

In spite of deliberate municipal attempts to cultivate high art traditions in music, 

the melodeons provided a popular, much-needed low-level entertainment for a large 

portion of the population which, by the end of the decade, showed they did not 

necessarily desire to be “cultivated.” As Misha Berson says, “in contrast to ‘high-toned’ 

opera and theater, the melodeons served up variety-styled fare that was cheap, fresh and 

impudent, a randy progenitor of vaudeville.”50 An 1858 article in the San Francisco 

Bulletin captured the frustration felt by the Harmonic Society at their audience’s apparent 

shift in aesthetic choices: 

 

[The president] expressed himself somewhat awkwardly and seemed 

unnecessarily to insinuate (though perhaps he did not intend to) that the musical 

taste of San Franciscans was in a low and dormant state. The public … he 

appeared to think could not appreciate the classical music of the Society, and 

therefore, to make its concerts acceptable that body had to perform lower class 

pieces. This hereafter it would not do, and hence it was better to stop giving 

public concerts altogether.51 

 

Crucially, the melodeons lacked the self-conscious concerns which prohibited the 

Harmonic Society from performing “lower class pieces.” The Bella Union instead 

advertised performances as: “Music for the Million[s], French, German, and American.”52 

This was mass art, intended for the broadest possibly audience, “Emphatically the 

MELODEON OF THE PEOPLE Unapproachable and Beyond Competition,” as one of 

Tetlow’s dodgers read.53 The melodeons’ ubiquity and popularity suggest that, in spite of 

 
50 Agnew, Entertainment in the Old West, 82. 
51 San Francisco Bulletin, 10 February 1858; reprinted from George, “Singing in San Francisco,” 48. 
52 Wide West, 14 February 1858. 
53 An 1862 dodger printed in Estevan, Theatre Buildings, 15:19. 
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low-class perceptions, by the end of the decade San Franciscans were happy to lend 

patronage such events.   

Although the melodeons enjoyed unparalleled popularity and financial success, 

their achievements have not been adequately covered in the historiographical record. 

Writing in 1925 for the California Historical Society, James Madison demonstrates the 

lingering disdain held for the Bella Union in a comment on the career of the once famous 

soprano, Eliza Biscaccianti: “She was the first great musical star to visit San Francisco, 

her series of concerts in 1852 creating a veritable furore. And yet, less than ten years 

afterward she was destined to appear at the Bella Union Melodeon.”54 Here Madison 

clearly invokes the Bella Union as a symbolic representation of decline in Biscaccianti’s 

career. He later reinforces this point by writing, “before long her habits became so 

unreliable that managers of the legitimate theatres would not give her employment.”55  

Regardless of the “illegitimacy” implied by writers like Madison, the Bella Union 

was a staple of entertainment in San Francisco for over forty years, and its stage was 

home to many theatrical and musical stars of the period.56 The lure of these regional 

celebrities drew audiences from different social and cultural backgrounds, and brought 

attendees who might not have otherwise visited the Barbary Coast. Today, the terms 

 
54 James Madison, “Some Shadows of the San Francisco Stage,” California Historical Society Quarterly 4, 

no. 1 (March 1925): 59. Emphasis added. 
55 Ibid., 60. 
56 It is noteworthy that a line in the Bella Union songster reads: “the cheapest and best of LEGITIMATE 

AMUSEMENT in the world.” It appears the criticism of “illegitimacy” was well understood at the time, 

not just in the historiographical record.   
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“Bella Union” and “Barbary Coast” still invoke regional associations and find their way 

into San Francisco’s popular culture, a testament to their enduring legacy.57  

The 1850s in San Francisco represented two drastically different class-based 

contexts for entertainment, one in which mega stars graced the stages of nascent theatre 

buildings, and another in which regional and quasi-amateur celebrities emerged in the 

wake of severe economic downturns. It was this second context which fueled the 

popularity of the melodeons, which for a few brief years were the most popular 

destinations for entertainment in the City. All the while, concerted efforts were made to 

cultivate a refined and tame musical tradition: it was against these efforts that the 

melodeons offered such an appealing alternative.  

This chapter has chronicled key moments in three of the highest profile 

melodeons. In this process, I have also tried to show what it might have been like to 

attend one, or in the case of David Wilder, several of these events on a given night. 

Tracing the geography of the venues, and imagining a day of walking in Wilder’s routine, 

it becomes evident that the close proximity and inexpensive cover charges created an 

environment where an individual could wander from theatre to theatre and engage in 

numerous and diverse musical experiences on a given night. The incident at Gilbert’s 

Melodeon showcases the negative perceptions held about melodeons, in both legal and 

social contexts; these associations are made clearer by the collective disappointment at 

Biscantianti’s relegation to singing at the Bella Union. Johnson’s Songster hints at the 

 
57 A walk through these historic neighborhoods reveals many such examples like bars and other venues 

which still employ these period terms on their banners and signs.  
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style of humor and skits, while period images help visualize what the interior and 

audience might have looked and felt like.  

What is still absent from this analysis is a detailed look at the programming, 

repertoire, and stars of the melodeon stages. The insatiable desire for entertainment led to 

prolific amounts of material being performed in short periods of time. Productions were 

hastily prepared, professional musicians relied on assistance from local amateurs, and 

variety seemed to be the template for a successful program. Through this process local 

celebrities began to emerge. The following chapter considers the role localisms played in 

the popularity of the melodeons and considers what constituted a “local” artist. Through 

the aid of playbills, programs, and newspaper advertisements, I look at specific 

programming and repertoire, and trace the careers of a handful of prominent local 

celebrities who began on the melodeon stages. Like a microcosm of the city itself they 

represented a mixing of musical styles, cultural traditions, and class interactions, and this 

in turn yielded a new, local, defiantly “lowbrow” tradition.           
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CHAPTER 6 

THE EMMERGENCE OF A LOCAL TRADITION 

 

Doc Robinson decided in 1856 to retire from the California stage after realizing 

his exploits could no longer compete with Maguire. A farewell benefit was held on May 

26 at the Union Theatre and the Daily Alta printed a short promotion for the event: 

During the past six years, Dr. Robinson has been intimately connected with the 

vicissitudes of Drama in California… since the days of the “Little Dramatic”, in 

California street, the Doctor has been known to the play-goers as the “Local Song 

Singer” and Burlesque author of California, and the thousands who have enjoyed 

his amusing “Local Hits” at the times, will regret his retirement from the 

California stage, and will not let this opportunity pass of signifying their respect 

and esteem for his merit.1   

 

In contrast to traveling celebrities like Hayes, Bishop, Hauser, and Herz, Robinson was a 

“star” who came into prominence while living in San Francisco. His purpose for moving 

to the region was to open a pharmacy, not a theatre, and this was done before gold was 

discovered. The Daily Alta latched on to this sentiment with their emphasis on the word 

“local,” a curious locution given that Robinson only lived in San Francisco for a total of 

nine years.  

Another published local perspective comes from a traveling minstrel singer 

named John A. Stone, who played in the mining towns under the nickname “Old Put.” In 

1855, Stone released Put’s Golden Songster. Patrons could mail in 25 cents to Appleton’s 

printshop on Montgomery, choose whether they preferred Volume One or Two, then 

 
1 Daily Alta California, 26 May 1856. 
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have the appropriate songbook shipped to their home. The Songster was a short collection 

of songs which claimed to give “in a few words what would occupy volumes, detailing 

the HOPES, TRIALS & JOYS OF A MINER’S LIFE.” 2 Few details on the life of the 

enigmatic Stone have survived and consequently little is written of him. His name does 

not appear on the melodeon programs, and evidence suggests the majority of his 

performances occurred in the mining towns, particularly near his residence in 

Placerville.3 Yet his Songster, which went through five editions and 25,000 copies, was 

widely circulated throughout San Francisco and may be taken to articulate sentiments 

which reflected the local population.4 In the preface he spoke of himself in the third 

person: 

Many of his songs show some hard edges, and he is free to confess that they may 

fail to please the more aristocratic portion of the community who have but little 

sympathy with the details, hopes, trials or joys of the toiling miner’s life; but he is 

confident that the class he addresses will not find them exaggerated, nothing 

extenuated, nor aught set down “in malice.”5 

 

Among the more popular songs were “Sweet Betsy from Pike” and “Joe Bowers,” songs 

which have had such sustained success they still remain in popular imagination.6 Much 

like Robinson’s Seeing the Elephant, these songs articulated a raw and empathetic story 

which resonated with the miner’s experience. But by contrasting the miner’s experience 

 
2 Advertisement for Put’s Golden Songster printed in Johnson’s Comic Songs, Pamphlets by California 

Poets, F855.3.P26 v.3:1, Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley, CA.  
3 Writing in 1957, Louise Pound claimed Stone performed at the Melodeon, but she does not offer a 

citation and I have not found evidence in either playbills or newspapers to confirm this. Louise Pound, “Yet 

Another Joe Bowers,” Western Folklore 16, no. 2 (April 1957): 111–120.  
4 Sibler Irwin, Songs of the American West (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1967), 14. 
5 Reprinted from Irwin, Songs of the American West, 14. 
6 “Joe Bowers” has had several claims of authorship (see Pound), the character’s name came to be known 

as a minstrel stock character; “Sweet Betsy from Pike” has had a much larger resurgence and has been 

recorded by many famous artists including Rosemary Clooney (1959), Pete Seeger (1961), and Johnny 

Cash (1965). 
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with the “aristocratic portion of the community,” Stone also addressed the emerging 

social distinctions quickly becoming apparent in San Francisco.  

This is an essential concept for understanding why the melodeons had such 

success at that particular time. Like Old Put’s songster, melodeons presented music and 

drama which unapologetically appealed to the broader public. This dissertation has 

argued that San Francisco can be interpreted as having two streams of musical activity: 

one of which is the deliberate and systematic efforts to transplant East Coast sensibilities 

to San Francisco, while the other represents an underlying stream developing in popular 

forms of entertainment—the types of entertainment which would have occurred on a 

melodeon stage.  

This chapter then suggests the latter form might be interpreted as the beginnings 

of a local music tradition and, as such, necessitate an exploration into what might 

constitute local in such a young settlement. The focus of the chapter, therefore, is 

centered on a deep analysis of specific melodeon shows, with consideration of the local 

aspects they employed as one possible explanation for their success. Robinson provides a 

good example of a local performer—someone who resided in San Francisco before 

gaining stardom—and David Wilder, a young working man who enjoyed attending these 

shows, provides an example of a local audience member.  

Newspapers were reluctant to publish much on the melodeons, except for negative 

press like the 1863 incident at Gilbert’s or any number of Tetlow’s legal battles. When 

Tetlow apparently claimed he had printed advertisements in the Daily Dramatic 

Chronicle, the papers responded with: “The Belly Union does not advertise in a paper 

called the Dramatic Chronicle. As it is a well-known fact that we do not advertise for 
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dens of iniquity.”7 As a result, playbills offer the best record for these events. Many of 

the extant playbills from Gilbert’s Melodeon and the Bella Union come from the summer 

of 1863, and thus overlap Wilder. Gilbert’s Melodeon and the Bella Union were not only 

the most successful and longest-running melodeons, they were also situated on 

Portsmouth Square and therefore make excellent case-studies for this project and as such 

are the primary focus of this chapter. 

 

The Development of Localisms  

Writing in 1920, John Dewey addressed a perceived American self-consciousness 

towards the arts and argued against Eurocentrism as an answer—espousing instead what 

he called localisms.8 He suggested the majority of people living in United States were not 

necessarily interested in, or even aware of, the goings-on in other parts of the country, 

much less the whole world. Because of this, Dewey felt searching for a "universal" 

American art form would always end in failure. San Francisco’s isolated geography 

deprived residents of a steady stream of outside correspondence (people would often read 

and reread months old newspapers to feel a connection to events back East), so a turn 

towards “local” tradition seems plausible.9   

Dewey’s discussion lends itself to a series of dichotomies related to the “majority 

of people” (the masses) versus those who knew and supported European art (the educated 

 
7 Daily Dramatic Chronicle, 10 August 1867. 
8 John Dewey, The Middle-Works, 1899–1924 12, ed. Jo Ann Boydsto (Carbondale: Southern Illinois 

University Press, 1988). 
9 There have been many more recent studies relating to the concept of “local.” I chose to cite Dewey 

because his work reflects a series of enduring attitudes which were already present in my period and based 

on Dewey’s writings appear to have still held relevance in 1920.  
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and wealthy). What is really being discussed is class distinctions, revealed through 

artistic endeavors and manifested through a variety of differences such as wealth, 

education, racial identities, and aesthetic preferences.10 Yet Dewey argued that the 

development of an American artistic  tradition would always be hindered until it 

embraced localized, rather than European, traditions; that is, traditions which appealed to 

the masses:  

Once the discovery [of localisms] sinks a little deeper, the novelist and dramatist 

will discover the localities of America as they are, and no one will need to worry 

about the future of American art. We have been too anxious to get away from 

home. Naturally that took us to Europe even though we fancied we were going 

around America.11  

 

These distinctions between Eurocentrism and localisms precisely correlate with the 

high/low divide in San Francisco’s nascent music and theatre industries. Especially given 

that efforts at cultivating a new music tradition did, in fact, look to Europe rather than 

looking inward towards localized traditions or developing popular trends.    

Typically, Dewey’s concept of a localism might be thought of as reflecting the 

longstanding traditions, religious practices, political systems, family structures, local 

history, and other issues relating to a given geographical space. San Francisco, on the 

other hand, had very little English language history at this point and therefore might be 

thought of as a collision of radically different cultural streams which somehow 

amalgamized into a unique set of localisms. Residents were necessarily enmeshed  in this 

 
10 Bourdieu’s discussion on “class fractions” might lend additional insights to this point. Pierre Bourdieu, 

Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 

1984).  
11 Dewey, Middle Works, 16.  
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unusual set of circumstances, what Martin called the “unique spirit” of San Francisco.12 

The city was a polyglot urban experience, imbued with the reality that everything a 

person encountered generated a physical impact: touch, taste, accents, behaviors, 

languages, interactions with other people and cultures, physical spatiality; even an 

individual’s gait might elicit an unperceived influence. There were no passive watchers: 

all residents shared and were affected by these experiences. Variety shows, like those on 

the melodeon stage, provide a unique window for capturing such an amalgamation.     

Although by 1863 San Francisco was beginning to resemble other American cities 

more closely, and moving away from the chaotic frenzy which characterized its first 

decade, the very people who made up the population were those same persons who came 

to its shores in search of gold a decade prior. Many who stayed behind had experienced 

tragedies and financial losses, making a return to their original home difficult or 

impossible. It was for these residents that Robinson, Stone, Johnson, and others, carried 

such appeal. Much like Johnson’s working-class caricature, one element of the 

melodeon’s success can be interpreted as its ability to incorporate a variety of these 

localisms into music, humor, and theatrical content—local elements which were deep-

rooted by 1863. 

 

 

 

 
12 George Martin, Verdi at the Golden Gate: Opera and San Francisco in the Gold Rush Years (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1993), 5. 
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Multi-Ethnic Representations 

Immersion within a multi-ethnic population was likewise a signifier of a Gold 

Rush San Francisco localism. Evidence from the melodeon shows reflect this trend. Even 

the formal titles of their performers bear this reflection: Senorita Maria, Mademoiselle 

Cadez, and Miss Somers, for example, who all performed at the Bella Union.13 

Representations of French, Italian, Irish, Chinese, Dutch, and Spanish identity, among 

others, could all be experienced on a given night at a melodeon. These by no means 

reflected a positive representation, as they often came in the form of comedic caricature 

which carried racist themes. Nonetheless, the ubiquity of multi-ethnic themes 

demonstrates a shared connection which the localized population experienced in 

grappling with the city’s culturally immersive experiences. 

Take for example a July 5, 1863 show at the Bella Union (the poster reads 

“Repetition” below the header information, implying it was a repeat of their Fourth of 

July production). The event is billed as follows: GRAND PATRIOTIC TABLEAU! 

Songs and Choruses, and Original Address on the Immortal WASHINGTON! IN 

HONOR OF THE GLORIOUS FOURTH! (Fig. 6.1).14 The event did indeed celebrate 

the nation with a “Grand Opening Overture” titled Young America and a finale which, in 

addition to the Patriotic Tableau, also  included “Hail, Columbia” and “The Sons of 

Columbia.” At the same time, true to form, the night also invoked a variety of multi-

national themes. Miss Estelle, for example, offered a “Chinese Dance” and then sang an 

 
13 See for example: Playbill for the Bella Union, 14 April 1863, B001731, Frederick R. Sherman Music 

Collection, 1850–1940, Society of California Pioneers, San Francisco, CA; Unless otherwise stated, all 

posters discussed in this chapter come from the Sherman collection, B001731–B001739. 
14 The Bella Union, 5 July 1863.  



Jonathan Verbeten, Texas Tech University, August 2020 
 

144 
 

“Irish Lilt.” The orchestra played a “Pot Pouri, from Opera of Travatore,” and 

Biscaccianti sang a Cavatina. The Italian influence was also present when W. H. 

Hamilton sang Viva la compagnie and Fanny Stephens sang Viva l’America. Even the so-

called “Laughable Sketch” titled “The Eton Boy!” hearkened back to an English theme 

and likely parodied the famed Eton College. All of this was peppered in between patriotic 

numbers like “Star of our Union” and minstrel numbers like “Quintessence of Ole 

Virginny.” So, in this single evening, marketed as an event to honor the United States and 

the “Glorious Fourth,” there were representations of Chinese, Italian, English, Irish, and 

American subjects.        
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Figure 6.1. Bella Union Playbill from July 5, 1863 
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The Appeal of Child Celebrities 

Patrons in New York City crowded the Metropolitan Opera on December 10, 

1910, to see the much-anticipated premiere of La fanciulla del West, Puccini’s newest 

opera after his hugely successful Madama Butterfly. The libretto was an adaptation of 

David Belasco’s 1905 play and subsequent novel, The Girl of the Golden West, a story 

which brought viewers back to the mining camps of Gold Rush California. The story tells 

of a young girl named Minnie who travelled the camps and sang songs, accompanied by a 

banjoist named Jack Wallace. The latter character is an obvious reference to a popular 

minstrel performer named Jacob Lynn, Jr. (who went by the stage name Jakob Wallace). 

Lynn was the son of Irish parents who had immigrated to New York before his birth in 

1836. In 1852, at the age of just sixteen, he left his family to pursue the California gold 

mines. Like so many others, he had little success with gold, but he was able to create a 

successful musical career which lasted into the 1880s. The young girl, Minnie, is likely 

based on Lotta Crabtree, a child celebrity who grew up in San Francisco and indeed, 

traveled the mining camps with Jakob Wallace.15   

Charlotte Mignon Crabtree, who often simply went by “Lotta,” was born in New 

York in 1847. Her father journeyed to San Francisco in 1851 and in 1853 she arrived 

with her mother and settled in Grass Valley as a child. Lotta Crabtree would have little 

memories of life before San Francisco. She might thus be thought of as a first-generation 

resident who learned life, hardships, and music, all while living in California. Wallace 

 
15 For information on the partnership of Crabtree and Wallace see Margaret A. Estabrook, “Minstrel Jake 

Wallace and the ‘Girl of the Golden West,’” California History 64, no. 2 (Spring 1985): 118–121. 
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too, arriving as a teenager, would have experienced coming into adulthood while living in 

the mining towns. As a team, they offered a unique perspective on growing up in Gold 

Rush California.  

To all outward appearances, a melodeon was certainly not an appropriate place 

for a child. The drinking, smoking, violent outbursts, and lewdness were deemed by the 

public as inappropriate for women, much less children. And yet child stars were 

exceptionally popular features. By 1861, a fourteen-year-old Lotta was performing the 

Bella Union with Ned Harrigan.16 Not to be outdone by Tetlow, Maguire hired her to 

perform at his Opera House and Eureka Theatre, and from there her rapid success led to 

performances at the What Cheer, the Apollo, the Willows, and Gilbert’s Melodeon.17 

Crabtree’s stardom ultimately drew her away from San Francisco in the spring of 1864, 

but her attachment to her upbringing was evident in a gift she offered to the City in 1875: 

an elaborate fountain which survived the Earthquake and still stands today at the 

intersection of Kearny and Market Street (Fig. 6.2).18 To this day, local residents refer to 

it as “Lotta’s Fountain” and her reputation as San Francisco’s “first” homegrown 

celebrity appears in nostalgic reminiscences.  

 
16 Jeremy Agnew, Entertainment in the Old West: Theater, Music, Circuses, Medicine Shows, Prizefighting 

and Other Popular Amusements (Jefferson, NC: MacFarland & Company, Inc., 2011), 83; Lotta had moved 

to San Francisco in 1856 and quickly started performing, her debut was at the Bella Union followed by a 

concert at the American. By 1861 her reputation as “The San Francisco Favorite” had already been clearly 

established. (See vol. 6, Monographs: Lotta Crabtree; John McCullough, of the San Francisco Theatre 

Research series.)   
17 Works Progress Administration, Northern California, San Francisco, San Francisco Theatre Research, 

vol. 13, Minstrelsy, ed. Lawrence Estevan (San Francisco: Works Progress Administration, 1940), 295. 
18 Estevan, Crabtree, 6:44. 
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Figure 6.2. “Lotta’s Fountain” at the intersection of Kearny and Market Street19 

While Crabtree was undeniably the most popular child star of the era, a number of 

others also found success in the melodeons. A trio of sisters—Sophie, Jennie, and Irene 

 
19 Jonathan Verbeten, Photograph of “Lotta’s Fountain,” December 2018, intersection of Kearny and 

Market Streets, San Francisco, CA. 
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Worrell—established themselves alongside Crabtree’s rise, performing at the Lyceum 

Theatre and eventually finding a permanent home at Gilbert’s Melodeon. Their 

association with Gilbert’s became so direct, in fact, that their father, John Worrell 

(himself a circus clown), purchased the venue in 1865 and renamed it Worrell’s 

Olympic.20  

Clearly aware of the lure child celebrities provided, advertisements played-up the 

youthfulness of many performers. Crabtree was billed by the What Cheer Melodeon as 

“La Petite Lotta,” while Gilbert’s Melodeon called her “Miss Lotta” and referred to Jenny 

Worrell as “Little Jennie.”21 The Wide West called their events “infant-ry,” referring to 

the Worrell’s as “those charming little creatures,” and Johnson reportedly featured his 

five year old son in blackface for a performance of “Old Bob Ridley” at the Melodeon.22 

There were inherit dangers for these children beyond those inherent in the obvious adult 

environment. Susan Robinson, for example, a child prodigy known as "The California 

Fairy Star," was severely burned after stepping too close to a kerosene lantern while 

performing in Grass Valley. Yet parents allowed their children to perform because the 

monetary potential was too compelling.   

 Of course, juvenile prodigies were certainly not an exclusively San Franciscan 

trend. New York, for example, saw a similar fascination with child prodigies during the 

1850s.23 However, the San Francisco context of the melodeon makes artists like the 

 
20 Estevan, Theatre Buildings, 15:211. 
21 Playbill for What Cheer Melodeon, 1859, B001736, Frederick R. Sherman Collection, Society of 

California Pioneers, San Francisco, CA. 
22 The Wide West, 21 March 1858 and 4 April 1858.  
23 For information on child stars in New York see Vera Brodsky Lawrence, Strong on Music: The New 

York Music Scene in the Days of George Templeton Strong, vol. 2 Reverberations: 1850–1856 (Chicago: 

Chicago University Press, 1995), 194. 
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Worrell’s and Crabtree perhaps a little more curious. From a parental viewpoint, the 

temptation to exploit their children for profit provides one answer, but the audience’s 

fascination with these stars in such a non-child-friendly environment seems more 

perplexing. It is possible that the connection with child performers was in part a result of 

the regionalism associated with a truly local celebrity who had literally grown up in the 

area. Evidence which would tend to support this theory can be seen in the playbills and 

newspapers which used terms like “The San Francisco Favorite!” and “San Francisco’s 

Own” when describing Crabtree. 24   

 

Staffing a Melodeon 

Period playbills typically dedicated the upper portion of their layout to crediting 

the management responsible for operating their venue. Examples from Gilbert’s and the 

Bella Union demonstrate the management structure necessary in operating a melodeon, 

listing the manager, stage manager, musical director, treasurer, and conductor. Stage and 

musical directors were also performers. C.F. Shattuck, John McCabe, and W. Freeman, 

all credited as directors or managers in the playbills, also served as part of a conglomerate 

of entertainers generically referred to as “the company.” Unlike Tetlow, who was both 

proprietor and manager of his own venue, Gilbert (who operated a number of different 

venues) delegated management duties at Gilbert’s Melodeon to Sheridan Corbyn. Corbyn 

and E.G. Bert (who was listed as treasurer) would later collaborate with Gilbert to reopen 

the old Union Theatre on Commercial Street under the name “Gilbert’s New Idea,” and 

 
24 Gilbert’s Melodeon, 16 April 1863. 
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later “Bert’s New Idea.” An early playbill for the new venue (Fig. 6.3) includes images 

which highlight three aspects central to the melodeon shows: dance, minstrelsy, and 

theatrical drama.     

 

Figure 6.3. Playbill for Gilbert’s New Idea25 

Further information on the necessary staffing requirements can be gleaned from 

city directories, where along with a resident’s name and contact information, place of 

employment and job title were also typically listed. Most job titles specifically identified 

the entertainers—actors and actresses, comedians, musicians, minstrel and “Ethiopian” 

performers, dancers and a danseuse, even a gymnast—while others reveal some of the 

 
25 Playbill for Gilbert’s New Idea, 19 October 1863, Framed Unlisted Collection, The San Francisco Public 

Library, San Francisco, CA.  
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day-to-day operations: a box keeper, barkeeper, cook, assistant doorkeeper, and a ticket 

clerk.26 What the playbills and directories reveal is that these were complex and large-

scale operations that needed a substantial payroll of staff, performers, and management to 

perform basic functions . 

 

The Inherent Dangers of the Plaza 

Two of the job titles listed in the directories elicit additional curiosity: George 

Van Voohries at the Bella Union and James Lyons at Gilbert’s Melodeon are both listed 

as “special policemen.”27 This is a term which dates back to the Gold Rush and came into 

particular prominence via non-sanctioned and voluntary patrolmen in Chinatown during 

the 1850s. As the City Police Force was often overworked and understaffed, businesses 

began to reach out to the private sector for protection. 28   

Given the history of violence associated with the area, it is perhaps not surprising 

both venues felt compelled to hire their own security personnel. Yet evidence suggests 

that the inherent dangers were not always instigated by patrons, in some cases instead 

being initiated by performers and even management. Billy Sheppard, for example, a 

banjoist for the Bella Union in 1863, became the center of a murder trial during a stay in 

Virginia City. The Dramatic Chronicle reported on his return to San Francisco: 

 
26 Henry G. Langley, The City Directory for the Year 1863 (San Francisco: Commercial Steam Press, S. D. 

Valentine and Sons, 1863); All job titles taken from the 1863 Langley Directory, except the gymnast, 

which was listed at the Bella Union in Langley’s 1862 directory.  
27 Van Voohries is listed on 359 and Williams on 66; Lyon’s comes from the 1862 directory, 250. 
28 In fact, this force still exists today. Edward Stringham, “San Francisco’s Private Police Force,” Reason 

Magazine (August/September 2015), accessed May 31, 2020, https://reason.com/2015/07/21/san-

franciscos-private-police/. 
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On the re-opening of Maguire’s Academy of Music with a band of minstrels, last 

Wednesday night, a most disgraceful scene occurred. The management … had 

engaged an Ethiopian performer named Billy Sheppard, who a few months ago 

killed Mr. Ballon at Virginia City, and was acquitted of murder. On the 

appearance of Billy Sheppard on the stage, a tremendous uproar ensued; he was 

greeted with hootings and cries of murder; and on his still remaining on the stage, 

a large brickbat was thrown at him.29  

   

Sheppard’s story is reminiscent of Tetlow’s own arrest for and acquittal of 

murder; as with Tetlow, these legal affairs did not slow his professional ambitions. And 

there are many other stories of violence involving performers as well, such as that of the 

minstrel performer Frank Hussey, who accidently shot and killed his friend Tom Raleigh 

at the Bella Union.30  

David Wilder describes an incident which hints at yet another layer of danger. 

Corbyn’s move to the “New Idea” had caused a rift between performers and management 

(several performers, including Lotta, moved to the new venue) and that rift might have 

even got to the point of violence.31 Wilder wrote the following in his journal on October 

25: 

Stopped a while to see Jennie L. while I was downtown; it seems she drank some 

beer yesterday at the “New Idea” which gave her convulsions, and she was very 

 
29 Daily Dramatic Chronicle, 6 October 1866. 
30 There are conflicting reports on what exactly happened in the murder of Thomas Raleigh. The WPA 

writer’s claim Hussey fired the shot to awaken a drunken patron and accidently killed Raleigh, though they 

do not cite where this information came from (Estevan, Theatre Buildings, 15:1); The Placer Herald 

reported on the incident on 10 December 1859, claiming that a man named Elmore drew a knife on Hussey 

and when Raleigh tried to interfere a bullet from Hussey’s gun discharged and killed Raleigh; The Daily 

Alta reported the Court Proceedings on April 13, 1861, where Frederick Elmore, not Frank Hussey, was 

tried for assault with a deadly weapon and the killing of Thomas Raleigh. Regardless of the outcome, the 

story yields yet another example of a murder taking place in the Bella Union, and in this case directly 

relates back to the performers rather than patrons.   
31 A New Idea playbill dated October 18th featured Lotta as the headlining act. Playbill for Gilbert’s New 

Idea, 18 October 1863, Bio Files: Lotta Crabtree, The Museum of Performance and Design, San Francisco, 

CA. 
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weak last night in consequence. She said that Sheridan Corbyn tried to poison her 

because she broke her engagement there.32 

 

Jennie Lamont did indeed stay at Gilbert’s Melodeon rather than honoring her 

engagement at the New Idea, as is confirmed in Wilder’s record of her performance in 

“The French Spy” just five days later.33 Whether there is any truth to the allegation that 

Corbyn had tried to poison Lamont is beside the point. The very fact that she believed she 

had been poisoned illustrates the unsettling contexts in which these performers worked. 

 

By the Company 

The major turning point in the melodeons’ history was the unexpected success of 

Johnson’s in 1857–58. Prior to this time, venues like Tetlow’s converted gambling saloon 

were simply attempting to be compliant with new legislation. Johnson’s Melodeon 

proved the immense lucrative possibilities such a venue could achieve. However, since 

the limited capacity led many performers to the much larger Lyceum Theatre, their 

success proved ephemeral. The Lyceum, in turn, had an exceptionally successful run 

until, like so many buildings in San Francisco, it was taken down by fire in 1860.34 In the 

aftermath of that fire, an opportunist Ferdinand Gilbert saw a chance to capitalize on the 

success of both the Melodeon and the Lyceum by luring some of their most popular acts 

 
32 “David Wilder Diary,” [1863-64], BANC MSS C-F 141, Robert Ernest Cowan Collection, Bancroft 

Library, University of California, Berkeley, CA., 25 October 1863. 
33 Wilder, 28 October 1863. 
34 Works Progress Administration, Northern California, San Francisco, San Francisco Theatre Research, 

vol. 15, Theatre Buildings, ed. Lawrence Estevan (San Francisco: Works Progress Administration, 1940), 

251. 
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to his new melodeon: The Worrell Sisters and the minstrel performers Frank Hussey and 

Charles Backus were among them.35  

The biggest draw for any melodeon was the headlining stars they could attract. In 

the summer of 1863, two stars dominated the Portsmouth Square melodeons: Lotta 

Crabtree at Gilbert’s and Eliza Biscaccianti at the Bella Union. Their names were granted 

the largest fonts and highest billing on playbills, and yet their overall contribution to the 

shows seems to have been comparatively minimal (this was especially true for Eliza 

Biscaccianti, who never even made a stage appearance until the second act). Stage 

managers and musical directors would instead fill out the program with “the company,” 

which consisted of male and female performers and included singers, dancers, gymnasts, 

and instrumentalists—like the performers Gilbert had recruited from the Lyceum.36  

At the same time, the  program format in both venues was heavily indebted to the 

traditional minstrel show, consisting of two or three parts which included an opening 

chorus, a walk-around, and a dramatic sketch at the ending (bearing names such as 

“sketch,” “farce,” “burlesque,” “pantomime,” or “melo-drama”).37 The WPA writers 

describe the second section as an olio, though the term does not appear in the period 

literature.38 Part First (as it was billed) would always begin with an overture credited to 

 
35 The Wide West recorded performances at the Lyceum by all three on June 6, 1858. 
36 The company at the Bella Union consisted of the following: Amanda Lee, W. H. Hamilton, Sally Thayer, 

Harry Coad, Nellie Cole, Billy Sheppard, Maggie Brewer, Mat Kelley, Fanny Stephens, T.M. Wells, Miss 

Estelle, J.H. McCabe, J. Wyatt, E. Freeman, W. Keating, and G. Woodhead; The company at Gilbert’s 

Melodeon: Sophie Worrell, Joe Murphy, Chas. Backus, Jennie Lamont, Frank Hussey, W. Bernard, Little 

Jennie (Worrell), John Woodard, C.F. Shattuck, Irene Worrell, H. Williams, E. Wigant, Virginia Lawrence, 

W. Waterman, H. Trost, G. Seekamp, and W. Rogers.   
37 In addition to the shows format, nearly every aspect of the playbills bears visual similarity (fonts etc.), as 

both had them printed by Calhoun Printers on Clay Street. 
38Estevan, Minstrelsy, 13:66. 
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the “Full Band” or the “Orchestra,” followed by a chorus by “The Company.” Absent in 

the literature is any mention of opening dialogue (as was standard in the minstrel show), 

though the presence of an uncredited introductory comedic sketch might easily be 

inferred, given the other similarities to the minstrel format.39 

Little credit is given to instrumentalists, making the orchestration somewhat 

uncertain—however, some clues can be inferred from period sources. The name of the 

band at Gilbert’s, for example, was the McClellan Brass Band, which suggests a corollary 

with the ubiquitous1860s military bands. Iconographic records in the Bella Union 

Songster also provide visual proof that, at least in some instances, bands utilized the 

standard minstrel lineup: tambourine, bones, banjo, and violin.40 Demographic records 

are also useful: a man named George H. Edmonds is listed as a violinist in the 1863 city 

directory at Gilbert’s Melodeon, at a time when both venues employed an orchestra 

director and a pianist.41 These observations suggest the musical director had access to 

multiple instrumental forces. Perhaps tellingly, Part First would sometimes credit the 

“band” for their instrumental numbers, while Part Second would often credit the 

“orchestra.” Though there is no way of proving the venue’s intent in noting these 

distinctions, a possible interpretation might suggest that “band” refers to ensembles like 

the minstrel lineup at the Bella Union and the McClellan Brass Band at Gilbert’s, while 

“orchestra” could refer to larger ensembles.  

 
39 The fact that Johnson’s Songster opens with a comedic sketch lends further credence to this assumption.  
40 The cover page of the songster depicts two ensembles: the San Francisco Minstrels and the San Francisco 

Female Minstrels. The men are in blackface and playing the standard instrumental lineup. Bella Union 

Songster, 1860, F855.3 R7, the Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley. 
41 Langley, 1863 City Directory, 142. 
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Integration of Opera 

The playbills often omitted which works were to be performed during the opening 

instrumental and chorus numbers, presumably in order to provide the musical director the 

freedom to interchange works as necessary. However, on a handful of nights the Bella 

Union explicitly began their show with the William Tell overture, and in one instance the 

company at Gilbert’s performed a chorus from Verdi’s Ernani for their opener.42 Part 

First would then follow, with a series of individual performances, followed by a finale 

sung by the company. At Gilbert’s these bore evocative titles like the “Pirates Chorus,” 

the “Sleeping Chorus,” and the “Anvil Chorus.”43 In contrast, the Bella Union often 

returned to opera for their choruses. On June 29, for example, they ended the act with the 

“Phantom Chorus” from Bellini’s La Sonnambula and on September 27 a chorus from 

the opera Gustavus by Daniel Auber.  

Whether performing Verdi at Gilbert’s or Bellini at the Bella Union, the 

integration of opera within a variety context was not unusual for or unique to San 

Francisco. La Sonnambula, after all, was the first full length opera staged in the City by 

the Pellegrini Troupe in 1851 and George Martin has persuasively chronicled a wave of 

exceptional popularity for Verdi in San Francisco during the 1850s.44  

On the other hand, it is important to note that nineteenth-century opinions towards 

opera did not carry the same “high art” associations we might assume within a modern 

 
42 Although no composer is listed, it seems likely this would have been an arrangement of Rossini’s 1829 

overture; Gilbert’s Melodeon, 24 May 1863  
43 Gilbert’s Melodeon, 16 April 1863, 22 July 1863, and 24 May 1863. 
44 George Martin, Verdi at the Golden Gate: Opera and San Francisco in the Gold Rush Years (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1993). 
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context.45 That Tetlow and Corbyn would seize the opportunity to capitalize on such 

momentum is therefore not surprising. However, their integration of Italian opera and 

minstrelsy adds yet another level of curiosity to the melodeon format, especially 

considering that, as Eric Lott wrote regarding New York minstrel shows, “by the early 

1840s minstrelsy… was ranged explicitly against the opera, the “legitimate” theater, and 

the concert hall.”46 The curiousness is even more unusual when considering the Act One 

finale was always followed by a walk-around, an obvious evocation of the New York 

minstrel format. This meant that the Bella Union would shift directly from Bellini to their 

walk-around. It was not as though foreign opera and minstrel acts were simply on the 

same program, they were entirely integrated and appear to have smoothly transitioned 

between one and the other.  

     

Iron-Clad, Clipper-Built, Bullet-Proof JOE 

In most of their playbills, the Bella Union advertised their opening act as being 

performed by “A Great Band of Male and Female Minstrels!”47 The minstrel craze which 

had swept New York in the 1840s began migrating west and reached San Francisco 

within the following decade; “the Gold Rush decade was also the burnt-cork decade,” as 

 
45 A point emphasized by Katherine Preston in her Opera on the Road: Traveling Opera Troupes in the 

United States, 1825–1860 (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2001).  
46 Eric Lott, Love and Theft: Blackface Minstrelsy & the American Working Class (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1993), 67; It is worth noting that word “opera” was frequently cited in regard to East 

Coast minstrelsy by using terms like “Ethiopian” or “African” Opera Houses and in some cases 

“American” opera (Lott, 92–93). What I am describing here is the integration of foreign opera by European 

composers within the traditional minstrel show format.      
47 The Bella Union, 2 July 1863. 
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Ettore Rella put it.48 Like the Bowery in New York, the melodeon stage and the Barbary 

Coast neighborhood were a focus for this form of working class and “lowbrow” 

entertainment. By 1863, a series of blackface performers at the melodeons had 

established themselves as local favorites: the Bella Union for example employed the 

virtuosic banjoist Billy Sheppard, while Gilbert’s hosted a “Great Ethiopian Trio” 

consisting of Joe Murphy, Charles Backus, and William Bernard. Beyond these, the 

larger cast of minstrel performers included Frank Hussey, C.F. Shattuck (who also served 

as musical director at Gilbert’s), Johnny DeAngelis, Ned Buckley, and Mat Kelley, 

among others.   

At the melodeons, the opening chorus and the closing walk-around were the 

closest emulations of the minstrel format. Between these were typically seven solo 

numbers performed by both men and woman. Female performers were rarely included in 

the antebellum minstrel shows of New York, making their inclusion in a San Francisco 

melodeon show somewhat unique.49 Solo numbers typically included a wide array of 

ethnic caricatures and commentary on current events. Johnny DeAngelis singing “Dear 

Eliza” might very well have been a parody of the diva performing up the block at the 

Bella Union; while Jennie Lamont singing “when this cruel war is over” brought the 

hardships of the Civil War soldiers to the San Francisco Stage.50 Ned Buckley’s 

“Imitation on the Bones” and Billy Shepherd’s “Banjo Eccentricities” are consistent with 

 
48 Works Progress Administration, Northern California, San Francisco, San Francisco Theatre Research, 

vol. 14, Burlesque, ed. Lawrence Estevan (San Francisco: Works Progress Administration, 1940), 15. 
49 At Gilbert’s Melodeon the opening act always included exactly eleven numbers (including the overture, 

chorus, and walk-around), of which the male/female split was always 4–3; Information on female minstrels 

in New York comes from Lott, 6. 
50 Gilbert’s Melodeon, 16 April 1863 and 18 August 1863. 
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minstrel performance practice, while numerous examples at both venues incorporated 

Irish caricature.51 Other numbers included Stephen Foster tunes, patriotic songs, 

cavatinas, and dance routines.          

Several minstrel performers continued their careers beyond the melodeon stages. 

Johnny DeAngelis, for example, is perhaps best known for his son, Jefferson DeAngelis, 

who enjoyed a long career as a comic-opera star. Billy Sheppard left San Francisco in 

1867 for New York and then London, playing with several different minstrel acts along 

the way.52 Frank Hussey, who was employed at Gilbert’s in 1863, took a job with 

Maguire as manager of the Varieties.53 Gilbert’s star minstrel, “Iron-Clad, Clipper Built, 

Bulletproof Joe” Murphy toured the mining towns with Jakob Wallace, followed by an 

East Coast tour with Ben Cotton, before returning in 1866 to the old Gilbert’s building as 

a headlining star at John Worrell’s Olympic Theatre.54 True to his characters’ ultra-

masculine tough persona, Murphy also found himself in a violence-related legal situation 

when he stabbed the pianist Enoch Freeman in 1867, though, like Hussey and Tetlow, he 

was acquitted and continued his performing career.55  

An 1866 advertisement in the Dramatic Chronicle for the Olympic Theatre 

celebrated the “Great Success” of their headlining star, Joe Murphy (Fig. 6.4).56 Murphy 

had left Gilbert’s Melodeon to work for Corbyn at the New Idea in November of 1863, so 

 
51 Bella Union Melodeon, 27 September 1862 and 21 June 1863. 
52 Sheppard played for Griffen and Christy’s while in New York and Smith and Taylor’s Minstrels while in 

England. Edward Le Roy Royce, Monarchs of Minstrelsy, from “Daddy” Rice to Date (New York: Kenny 

Publishing Company, 1911), 148. 
53 Estevan, Burlesque, 14:58. 
54 He and Wallace played under the name Joe Murphy’s San Francisco Minstrels in Virginia City 

(Estabrook, 121) and Cotton and Murphy’s in Massachusetts (Rice, 107).  
55 Daily Alta California, 7 January 1867. 
56 The Daily Dramatic Chronicle, 6 October 1866. 
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his performance at the Olympic was a homecoming of sorts.57 But the advertisement also 

provides an indirect comment on what eventually became of Ferdinand Gilbert’s old 

building. The Daily Dramatic is the same newspaper that refused to publish 

advertisements for the Bella Union, suggesting John Worrell’s rebranding of “the old 

place” (as Wilder often called it) meant that it was no longer viewed as a “den iniquity” 

by the editors.58 

 

Figure 6.4. 1866 Advertisement for the Olympic Theater (formerly Gilbert’s Melodeon)59 

This program bears a striking resemblance to Gilbert’s shows: it begins with an 

overture, a number of solo acts, an operatic finale by the company, and a walk-around. 

The Olympic stood at the same geographic location, nestled on the corner of Kearny and 

Clay, and there are no suggestions the crime and violence associated with the area had in 

 
57 Wilder wrote in his journal about seeing Murphy’s “first” performance at the New Idea on November 30, 

1863. 
58 Wilder, 28 October 1863. 
59 San Francisco Dramatic Chronicle, 6 October 1866. 
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any way subsided. Yet several factors may have contributed to its more genteel image: 

the admittance of females for example, but perhaps even simply omitting the very name 

“melodeon” was enough to pacify the editors of the Dramatic Chronicle. This might 

suggest that the connotations of the word itself carried more weight than even their 

repertoire or performance practice.  

 

Soap-Fat Man 

As had been the case with Johnson’s performances, Irish caricature was one of the 

most ubiquitous attributes of the shows at the Bella Union and Gilbert’s Melodeon. For 

example, in the spring of 1863 both Billy Shephard at the Bella Union and Joe Murphy at 

Gilbert’s performed a piece called “Soap-Fat Man.”60 The title referenced a New York 

City term for a type of street merchant who called out his soap sales and thus contributed 

to the urban soundscape. Over time, the soap-fat man became a sort of stock character 

associated with poor working-class Irish. An 1855 article in the New York Monthly 

Magazine described the attributes of a soap-fat man as follows:  

“Soap-fat! –soap-fat!” The ugly soap-fat man stands scowling at the gate… deep, 

guttural tones break the morning quiet… Hard fare and kicks and blows are all of 

his reward; only one thing he knows, and that is, ‘Soap-fat!— soap-fat!’-only one 

tongue he speaks, “Soap-fat!— soap-fat!’61  

 

 
60 Gilbert’s Melodeon was April 12 and Bella Union was June 12. 
61 “Two Wise Men of Gotham,” The Knickerbocker, or, New York Monthly Magazine XLV (April, 1855), 

364. 
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While the article eventually implores its good readers to show mercy on the poor 

soap-fat man, the characterization clearly elicits the negative associations, inferiority, and 

brute stupidity of a soap-fat man, who was understood by readers as a symbolic Irishman.     

    

 Figure 6.5. The Soap-Fat Man by Nicolino Calyo (1840)62 

 
62 Nicolino Calyo, The Soap Fat Man, Watercolor, 1840, Yale University Art Gallery, accessed June 30, 

2020, https://artgallery.yale.edu/collections/objects/79729. 
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Nicolino Calyo’s 1840 watercolor, The Soap-Fat Man (Fig. 6.5), offers further 

visual representation of this peddler. His facial expression is blank and mindless, teeth 

are gapped, and his clothes are ragged. He walks the streets carrying a knife in one hand 

and a bucket for his fat in the other. Such representations found a welcome home at the 

melodeons, as Irish caricature appears to have been a most consistent feature of their 

shows. Yet the mindless and ragged persona represented just one component of Irish 

influence, as Lilts, a Shillelagh Dance, and the Irish Corroboree make frequent 

appearances on their programs as well.   

 

The Laughable Sketch of Jenny Lind and Jennie Lamont’s Mazzepa 

At the completion of two acts, the melodeon show would end with a dramatic 

feature, which more times than not were described as burlesques. These burlesques of the 

1860s were pun-filled parodies of famous stories, typically opera or plays, and also at 

times were described as “travesties.” They always began with a song, included a series of 

dance numbers, and contained five scenes without an intermission.63 The mocking and 

parodic  tone of such an event is clearly evident in a production at Gilbert’s Melodeon 

titled “The Laughable Sketch of Jenny Lind.”64    

The influence of Jenny Lind as an emblem of genteel aspiration was immense and 

her very name appears in municipal usage throughout the country—in many cases in 

 
63 Estevan, Burlesque, 14:6 and 13.  
64 Gilbert’s Melodeon, 12 April 1863. 
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towns, like San Francisco, which she never visited.65 When Maguire erected his grand 

third iteration of the Jenny Lind theatre in 1852 (the same building which would later 

become City Hall), it was indicative of artistic progress in the maturing San Francisco. 

Given these semiotic associations, the choice to use Jenny Lind as the subject of a 

“Laughable Sketch” clearly mocks the perceived pretenses such a name held. Here, the 

character of Jenny Lind was performed by Young Lotta under the name “Miss Jenny 

Leatherlungs, alias Lind.” Unfortunately, the playbill does not offer any plot details, but 

it does seem obvious that the mockery represents more than a mere insult to the Swedish 

Nightingale. Rather, this naming and parody signify a semiotic shift, and suggests that the 

musical establishment in San Francisco, at least on the melodeon stage, no longer need be 

beholden to the East Coast music establishment.      

Thankfully, the playbills offer considerably more details on a “Melo-Drama” 

titled Mazeppa. With the rise in popularity of the melodeons, Maguire’s Opera House had 

struggled to fill seats, leading him to make several attempts at burlesque and variety in an 

effort to emulate his competitor’s success. The turning point came in August of 1863, 

when he was able to recruit Adah Isaacs Menken—whose sexually-charged Mazeppa had 

offended audiences in London and New York—to perform at his Opera House.66 Not to 

 
65 A simple search for the name “Jenny Lind” in Google Maps reveals streets, avenues, towns, landmarks, 

and schools throughout the country which bear her name. There is even a Jenny Lind Baptist Church in 

Greenwood, AR.  
66 Agnew, Entertainment in the Old West, 130; For a detailed account of Maguire’s recruitment, contract, 

and negotiations with Menken, see Renée M. Sentilles, Performing Menken: Adah Isaacs Menken and the 

Birth of the American Celebrity (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 166–99; For information 

on the struggles of Maguire’s venue see Estevan, Burlesque, 14:62; And on the “offensiveness” in London 

see Dane Barca, “Adah Isaacs Menken: Race and Transgendered Performance in the Nineteenth Century,” 

MELUS 29, no. 3/4, Pedagogy, Canon, Context: Toward a Redefinition of Ethnic American Literary 

Studies (Autumn–Winter 2004): 300. 
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be outdone, Gilbert’s Melodeon responded with their own risqué production of the same 

name.  

The melodeons made use of clever marketing campaigns that promised exciting 

and engaging shows, often stretching the truth or even engaging in outright fiction. While 

the Bella Union claimed to employ the “Leading Stars of the Profession,” Gilbert’s said 

their company was “acknowledged to be the BEST IN THE STATE.”67 But perhaps the 

clearest extant example is in Gilbert’s handling of Mazeppa: the playbill features the 

name “Adah Isaacs Menken” in an exceptionally large font underneath the words 

“Glorious Triumph” and “Mazeppa!” (Fig. 6.6)  

 
67 The Bella Union, 21 June 1863; Gilbert’s Melodeon, 9 August 1863. 
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Figure 6.6. Gilbert’s Melodeon, 18 August 1863. 
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The problem is that Menken did not actually perform at Gilbert’s that evening. 

Instead, a closer examination of the poster reveals very fine print which reads “In which 

Miss JENNIE LAMONT will appear in imitation of [Adah Isaacs Menken]” (Fig. 6.7).  

 

Figure 6.7. Closeup of the previous poster 

Given that Menken had arrived that very month, Corbyn must have acted quickly to 

prepare and rehearse this imitation in only a few short weeks. Tetlow, however, 

successfully one upped his competitor by hiring the actual Menken to perform Mazeppa 

at the Bella Union a year later.68 

Lord Byron’s verse provided a perfect narrative for the exciting and exotic 

spectacular effects which were so popular in these venues. And true to the parodic form, 

the company at Gilbert’s twisted and altered the story with humorous devices and absurd 

locations. The cast is separated between “Tartars” and “Poles” and includes punning 

characters like “Abder Khan, Cream of Tartar” and the Polish “Count Coleslau.” Rather 

than the European setting, this version is set at Abder Khan’s two residences in Long 

Island and Jamaica. The playbill advertises the performance as a “Grand Equestrian 

Melo-Drama,” and this hints at the most important and arguably most risqué attraction in 

the production. While Byron’s poem tells of the young Mazeppa being stripped naked 

and strapped to a steed as punishment, patrons at Gilbert’s were treated to the spectacle of 

Jennie Lamont in flesh-colored clothing parading across the stage on a horse. And of 

course, the evening closed with a “GRAND TABLEAU” by the cast. 

 
68 Estevan, Theatre Buildings, 8. 
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This parodic production of Mazeppa thus showcases the humor, ethnic parody, 

spectacle, and indecency which were staples of a melodeon performance.69 And the 

existing playbills make clear that, at least in 1863, these were the styles of performance 

that would close out the evening.             

 

Other Notable Melodeon Performers 

 1863 was indeed a special year for Gilbert’s and the Bella Union, as Lotta 

Crabtree and Eliza Biscaccianti proved to be two of the most popular stars their venues 

would attract. The Bella Union’s longevity into the 1890s, however, yielded a succession 

of entertainers who enjoyed both local and national recognition. Samuel Dickson’s 

amusing anecdote recalls, for example, the fascination of Lola Montez and her enticing 

“Spider Dance” at the Bella Union:  

They lifted the Lola in their arms and carried her into the theater and placed her 

on the stage. They roared, 'Dance, Lola! Sing, Lola!' And Lola, who could not 

dance very well and could not sing at all, danced and sang. And when she had 

finished they threw gold.70 

 

Montez was one of the biggest North American female stars of the 1850s, while 

Harry Courtaine was one of the most popular male comedians and is credited as part of 

the Bella Union troupe in the 1860 songster. Ned Harrigan began his career in the 1860s 

performing at the Bella Union and the Olympic, before becoming an American 

 
69 Joe Murphy was even cast as a “long-legged Irishman,” a testament to the extreme popularity of Irish 

caricature. 
70 Dickson, Tales of San Francisco, 41–42. 
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vaudeville star with the duo Harrigan and Hart. Other notable performers included the 

banjoist Tommy Bree and the American playwright-actor James A. Herne.71  

The Bella Union stage became home to two local stock characters in the 1870s: 

“Oofty Goofty,” a so-called “Wild Man of Borneo” who covered his skin with tar and 

horsehair, and “The Queen of Confidence Woman,” who went by “Big Bertha.”72 The 

two became famous for a satire of Romeo and Juliet in which, because Big Bertha was 

supposedly “too heavy” for the balcony scene, the two swapped roles and performed in 

drag. Bertha even tried to capitalize on Menken’s success by presenting her own 

Mazeppa, wearing pink tights and flesh-colored clothing, and she rode in on a donkey 

rather than the customary charger. As the story goes, the overburdened donkey gave out 

midway through the procession, and both Bertha and the donkey tumbled into the 

orchestra.73 Whether such anecdotes are one-hundred-percent accurate or not, their legacy 

attests to the shenanigans of the Gold Rush melodeons living on at the Bella Union.    

Volume fourteen of the San Francisco Theatre Research series states 

unequivocally: “The exact content of the melodeon programs is as lost and irrecoverable 

as some handbill, perhaps for a new show at the Bella Union, blown into the street mud 

of those times.”74 Dating from 1939, this oversimplified presumption has in some ways 

persisted. While it is true that period newspapers refused to advertise melodeon programs 

in the same way as they did those in the larger theatres, my research has revealed that 

 
71 Berson, “San Francisco Stage,” 61–71; Bella Union Songster, 13.  
72 Paul Drexler, “Big Bertha Heyman, the Confidence Queen,” The San Francisco Examiner, 15 January 

2017; Big Bertha’s full names was Bertha Stanley and Oofty Goofty’s real name was Leonard Borchardt. 

His legacy was evident in a 1933 short film parody of his character titled The Kid from Borneo and the 

1941 The Wild Man of Borneo.  
73 Agnew, Entertainment in the Old West, 130. 
74 Estevan, Burlesque, 14:38–39. 
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there are indeed extant records of melodeon shows. This chapter has employed these 

under-regarded materials to offer a sampling of the unique elements which characterized 

these shows: the influence of minstrelsy, the multiracial representations, the humor and 

parody of burlesque, the integration of operatic devices, and the sheer diversity of 

program. Perhaps their most unique attribute and defining characteristic was the seamless 

integration and synthesis of all these elements.  

My interpretation of both the repertoire and the popularity of certain performers 

has led me to suggest that the melodeons’ exceptional popularity is related to their ability 

to connect with an increasingly and self-consciously local population. By 1863, the many 

unrelated cultural streams of the earliest Gold Rush had begun to coalesce into a unique 

set of localisms, and the melodeon stage offered an ideal vehicle for performing these 

characteristics, via artistic representation, to the broader public. Through low-cost entry 

fees and broadly appealing content, the melodeons became spaces which transcended pre-

existing socio-economic boundaries. Above all they provided escapism, where attendees 

from varying backgrounds could all engage with the “Best Singing and Dancing, Prettiest 

Girls, And Most Laughable Entertainment in the City.”75  

This is not to say that every melodeon show embodied all local characteristics, as 

certain social, economic, cultural, or ethnic traditions were certainly omitted—the very 

fact that females were not permitted affirms this point. Such representations bore the 

overt racist, sexist, and classist themes ubiquitous in antebellum popular entertainments. 

Variety entertainments were of course not exclusive to San Francisco either. Instead, 

 
75 The Bella Union, 27 September 1862. 
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what I do suggest is that the San Francisco venues and their performance practice came 

into being at that specific time and place due a complex combination of circumstances 

reflecting the uniqueness of the Gold Rush experience. Thus, melodeons represent a 

unique moment in popular entertainment whose broad appeal and high success capture 

many of the cultural threads that characterized the nascent city.
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CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSION 

 

The goal of this dissertations has been a synthesis and analysis of macro (big data) 

and micro (experiential) aspects of life in Gold Rush San Francisco. Thus, my emphasis 

has centered on the physical experiences of individuals moving through an urban 

environment—what might be understood as a “history of perceptions of the City." This 

reconstruction has shown how soundscape, palates, languages, religious, cultural, and 

political differences, musical practices, gender discrepancies, and the close physical 

proximity in which all these converged, resulted in complex, rich, and multi-valent 

experiences and perceptions. It is thus a quintessentially local story, in a town within 

which experience was quintessentially transient. Inherently, such perceptions resulted in 

experiential changes over time which, in turn, coalesced into a unique San Franciscan 

local history. Such a coalescence affected all aspects of life and this, by definition, would 

include music.    

Hershberg’s caution against writing “urban biographies” has a useful analogue in 

musicology: a caution against the tendency towards simply chronicling artists, repertoire, 

and venues—in other words, merely writing a “biography of music in a city.”1 In his 

discussion on New Urban History, Hershberg explained how this new movement “could 

demonstrate the dialectical nature of the interaction between behavior and environment: 

 
1 Theodore Hershberg, “The New Urban History: Toward an Interdisciplinary History of the City,” Journal 

of Urban History 5, no. 1 (November 1978): 3–40. 
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how the sum of individual actions shaped the environment and how, in turn, the new 

environment shaped subsequent actions.”2 This dialectic has been the preoccupation of 

my goal in synthesizing data streams.  

This dissertation has sought to widen the “urban biography” lens and illustrate 

how broader considerations relating to urban and geographical change directly correlated 

with music making in an urban context. The methodological model has been born out of 

necessity, given an unusual situation in San Francisco which could not be easily 

addressed through traditional historiographical/musicological techniques. However, 

developing this approach has yielded new interpretive insights, through which I am now 

in a position to make several assertions relating to (1) the history of music in Gold Rush 

San Francisco and (2) the usefulness of this methodological approach towards other 

urban contexts. 

The first historiographic obstacle when working on Gold Rush California has 

been accounting for the unprecedented circumstances caused by such a mass convergence 

within a comparatively small geographic space. The massive amounts of money 

exchanging hands, the depletion of natural resources and the leveling of and change in 

landscapes, the extermination of the native population, the astronomically 

disproportionate male to female ratio, the mass immigration of so many different outsider 

cultures, and the rapidity with which all these occurred, yielded a situation unlike any 

other urban history. With this in mind, it would seem erroneous to fail to account for 

these factors in a musical study as well. And this study has indeed shown that the unique 

 
2 Hershberg, “New Urban History,” 15–16.  
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historical, geographical, demographic, and economic contexts yielded equivalently 

unique musical responses. 

These perceptions also reflect a direct relationship with the physical spaces in 

which they were performed, reflecting unique patterns of geography, demographics, 

migrations, and cultural exchanges, especially at the fringes of intersecting 

neighborhoods. This was particularly true for the migrant groups who settled the 

neighborhoods bordering Portsmouth Square and the musical venues which thrived 

within. At the outset of the Gold Rush, the Square was a nexus for major interactions in 

business, finance, entertainment, social, political, and religious gatherings, and outdoor 

physical connections. Iconographic and personal recollections show that thousands of 

people—from an enormous diversity of cultural, ethnic, and socio-economic 

backgrounds—crossed paths in this space, making it a microcosm for the wider Gold 

Rush experience.       

The rapid deterioration of the Plaza likewise reveals another important aspect of 

life in early San Francisco: in this city, a series of changes which might take decades to 

develop in another city were telescoped, occuring in only a matter of years. The physical 

geography of the peninsula itself shifted swiftly, through leveling hills and filling-in 

waterways and coves. This, in turn, had a direct impact on real-estate values and usage 

and led to the reallocation of prized spaces, such as waterfront property. Even given the 

fact that the American occupation began only in 1846, and that there had already been a 

small but growing population in San Francisco before the discovery of gold, this 

reallocation allowed those who arrived after the Gold Rush an opportunity to assert their 

influence in identifying and exploiting the most lucrative real-estate. The result was a 
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continual shifting of the urban grid and the eventual deterioration of Portsmouth Square. 

The fact that such a void subsequently made space for a theatre district proves, yet again, 

the direct and complex correlation between urban geography and music making.   

Perhaps the most hallowed topic in the popular imagination of Gold Rush 

California was, and arguably still is, the flow of money and the rags-to-riches potential 

for miners. This was not an exaggeration, as massive amounts of money did indeed flow 

through San Francisco in the early years. However, the more complex and fraught reality 

was that while some garnered tremendous wealth, most fell victim to the ephemerality of 

fortune yielded by massive inflation and incessant gambling. The promise of wealth was 

not lost on musicians. Hauser’s “El Dorado for musicians” proved a potent enough lure to 

entice East Coast celebrities to the California shores. This, in turn, triggered the 

construction of massive auditoriums which nightly sold out thousands of seats. 

Waning gold production in 1852 led however to a sharp economic downturn and 

in turn a direct impact on the music industry. In light of this historical pattern, I have 

suggested that finance in 1850s San Francisco should be understood as two distinct eras, 

with the bank crash of 1855 as the dividing line. The reverberations of this collapse 

clearly impacted the music industry, as evidenced by the reduction in attracting world-

class touring musicians. The WPA writers, for example, acknowledged as much when 

discussing the career of the wildly popular James Stark:  

James Stark heroically sounded the abandoned ideas of the classic repertory 

across the boards of the Jenny Lind Theatre of San Francisco for several weeks 

commencing November 5, 1850. When Stark and his wife headed a return 

company to San Francisco in 1860, a decade of change was there to muffle the 

applause.3 

 
3 Estevan, Burlesque, 14:2.   
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My interpretation would read the above passage as suggesting that this was 

precisely the reason that the melodeons were able to offer an appealing alternative at this 

particular juncture. Like urban geography, demographics, migration, and cultural 

exchange, the economic history of Gold Rush era San Francisco also directly correlated 

with its musical history.      

The City’s musical development was thus about intention as well as accident. 

Though there were many forms of music making, of particular focus in this dissertation 

have been two individual streams: one the deliberate efforts to cultivate a high art 

tradition in the fashion of similar efforts back east (intent), while the other was a more 

functional and organically occurring indigenous tradition (accident). The latter group 

encompasses a wide range of music-making and genres—including the dances at the 

California Exchange, the singers, pianists, and violists in the early saloons, the Spanish 

fandago houses, and the variety shows at a melodeon. Contrastingly, “legitimate” efforts 

often favored German music and Protestant faith. These binary streams fit nicely into 

Lawrence Levine’s high/low paradigm and as such are consistent with efforts in other 

nineteenth century American cities.4 What becomes apparent in the historical records of 

San Francisco is that these efforts also fell along socio-economic lines (the educated vs 

the masses, for example) and even reflected physical contrast through intentional 

geographic separation.       

 
4 Lawrence Levine, Highbrow/Lowbrow: The Emergence of Cultural Hierarchy in America (Ann Arbor, 

MI: Cambridge University Press, 2009). 
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 The “legitimate” efforts began losing their mass appeal by the end of the decade. 

During the early Gold Rush years, a high art culture demonstrated a level of pride and 

sophistication to the rest of the world and moneyed residents heartily support this 

venture. But this aspiration would likewise prove ephemeral. Over time, those who 

stayed behind and settled in San Francisco eventually developed what John Dewey called 

“localisms.” That is to say that, even in a very young settlement, the many cultural, 

musical, artistic, and other threads, began to unite into something uniquely San 

Franciscan. Music and the arts provide contemporaneous reflection of these trends.  

Artists like Doc Robinson and John A. Stone were able to capture the hearts of 

miners by writing songs which provided a gloss of humorous empathy upon their 

hardships, while others like Lotta Crabtree, Jake Wallace, and the Worrell Sisters, drew 

upon the experience of growing up in the region to represent a new generation of 

localized talent. The melodeon stage, with its dedication to variety, offered an effective 

medium for celebrating and showcasing such localisms. That local resonance, in turn, 

ensured venues consistent ticket sales, and insured artists the endearment of a broad 

percentage of the public.    

Variety itself was a relatively new phenomenon on the American stage by the 

time it reached the melodeons. When describing an early variety show at New York’s 

Canterbury Hall in 1858, Dale Cockrell cites a report from the New York Clipper which 

told of “a program that included comic songs, Roman gladiators, blackface minstrels, 

‘pole exercises,’ a trapeze act, a flag dance, a ballerina in revealing tights, and several 
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skits.”5 The incorporation of song, dance, acrobatics, and drama in the New York variety 

show bears striking similarities with the San Francisco melodeon performances just five 

years later.  

And yet despite these similarities, the ability to generate localized talent suggests 

there was also a uniquely San Franciscan element to these performances. For one, the 

immense popularity of opera among differing socio-economic classes during the 1850s 

meant that the incorporation of Verdi, Bellini, Auber, or Donizetti in a melodeon-styled 

variety context was not unusual or uncommon. The mere fact the Bella Union was able to 

employ a successful opera star like Eliza Biscaccianti attests to this point.6 And the sheer 

amount of multiethnic representations during a melodeon performance added another 

unique layer, one which surely catered to a local audience who watched the City “grow 

up” within an immersive multinational experience. Above all, these shows were clearly 

forward-looking toward the vaudeville tradition which came to dominate popular 

entertainment in the United States and as such, reveals San Francisco as an innovative 

component in its development. San Francisco’s ability to quickly incorporate these 

elements into their own popular amusements reveals a flow of influence from East to 

West, and yet a case could also be made that in the following decades that flow began 

shifting from West to East as well.7      

 
5 Dale Cockrell, Everybody’s Doin’ It: Sex, Music, and Dance in New York, 1840–1917 (New York: W. W. 

Norton and Company, 2019), 53.  
6 Even though some have criticized this moment in her career as a low point and indictive of her own 

personal downfall, she did continue her career after San Francisco with a teaching appointment in Milan 

and stayed in Europe until her death in Paris in 1896.  
7 For example, when “original” San Francisco stars like Tommy Bree, Billy Sheppard, Ned Harrigan, Joe 

Murphy, or Lotta Crabtree took their acts to New York City and elsewhere.   



Jonathan Verbeten, Texas Tech University, August 2020 
 

180 
 

Any historiographic study on Gold Rush San Francisco must contend with the 

reality that archival sources are limited due to losses from the 1906 Earthquake and Fire. 

The fact that only one pre-Fire theatre building still stands bears testament to this reality. 

However, my research has shown that a great deal of insight can still be gleaned about 

pre-earthquake San Francisco through archival work. David Wilder’s journal is only one 

key example. His unique perspective and invaluable reporting as a local resident and 

regular consumer of amusements offers a glimpse into San Francisco’s musical history 

which heretofore has not been available. And Wilder’s journal is just one example of 

materials waiting in the archives for scholarly investigation. There are, likewise, many 

extant playbills, programs, and newspaper advertisements for other non-melodeon venues 

which corroborate the kind of popular musical activity happening in the period.  

Finally, my work has revealed that much more work on music in Gold Rush San 

Francisco needs to be done. This is especially true as it relates to popular forms of 

entertainment. Many of the extant programs and playbills relating to Maguire’s theatres 

and the larger structures have been addressed in  great detail, yet the archives offer still 

other secrets for other venues which have not been discussed with any level of detail in 

the secondary literature. As an attempt to narrow my scope for the purposes of this 

document, I chose to highlight activity only at the melodeons and narrowed this even 

further by focusing on those which thrived in the region that came to be known as the 

Barbary Coast. Yet there are multiple primary resources available on other 

contemporaneous forms of entertainment which include (but are not limited to) outdoor 

parks and festivals, circuses, and non-melodeon variety venues. A further study might for 

example offer additional insights by examining “melodeon-styled” venues as 
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comparison: many more programs exist in the archives. Examples of these include the 

Alhambra, the Lyceum, the Varieties, Eureka Hall, the Willows, and Hayes Park, to name 

a few. Many of these venues in fact employed some of the same entertainers as the 

melodeons, though often the themes were toned down to cater to female and family-

friendly audiences. 

To give a brief example, the two parks—Hayes Park and the Willows (both of 

which were leased by Ferdinand Gilbert)—started presenting variety entertainment in a 

family-friendly environment on Sunday afternoons during the 1860s.8 The format 

resembled a melodeon show and several familiar stars, including Lotta Crabtree and Jake 

Wallace, were regular performers.9 Just as the opening of the first melodeons came from 

a necessity to comply with gambling legislation, the park concerts were likely begun, in 

part, in response to a series of blue laws designed to close theatres on Sundays.10 Their 

geographical location adds another layer for consideration, given their location on the 

outskirts of the City. For example, David Wilder recalled, one Sunday afternoon, the 

availability of a series of cabs providing patrons free rides to the Willows; from the tone 

of his entry this appears to have been standard procedure.11 So while the melodeons 

presented a certain style of environment, in a neighborhood reputed to be dangerous, and 

to which only males were permitted attendance, similar popular styles of entertainment at 

 
8 Works Progress Administration, Northern California, San Francisco, San Francisco Theatre Research, 

vol. 15, Theatre Buildings (Part 1), ed. Lawrence Estevan (San Francisco: Works Progress Administration, 

1940), 211. 
9 Estabrook, Margaret A. Estabrook, “Minstrel Jake Wallace and the ‘Girl of the Golden West,’” California 

History 64, no. 2 (Spring 1985). 
10 Lois Foster Rodecape, “Tom Maguire, Napoleon of the Stage,” California Historical Society Quarterly 

20, no. 4 (December 1941), 302. 
11 “David Wilder Diary,” [1863-64], BANC MSS C-F 141, Robert Ernest Cowan Collection, Bancroft 

Library, University of California, Berkeley, CA. 
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the Willows and Hayes Park, displayed in a wholly different context, were apparently 

considered appropriate to entertain the broader public. It therefore seems that a further 

study which compares and contrasts these approaches to popular entertainment might 

further social understanding of the San Francisco variety format.          

My methodological approach has shown that archival sources can be used in new 

and creative ways and that a synthesis of analytical methods applied to primary sources, 

and largely borrowed from urban studies, can yield new interpretational and cultural 

musical insights. Documents relating to municipal decisions like zoning and 

beautification projects, for example, become useful when a researcher takes special 

notice of the physical spaces in which music making occurred. In this type of approach, 

every decision relating to a space can be interpreted as deeply intertwined with the 

musical activity which subsequently occurred there. Such an investigative strategy 

widens the significance of archival materials and, in cases like San Francisco where 

certain materials are thought to be lost, offers the researcher the ability to engage with 

wider and previously unexamined types of sources and materials than have been 

traditionally utilized as part of musicological inquiry.  

 These methods can be further bolstered through the application of twenty-first 

century technology: as this document has shown, big data and digital humanities can be 

directly relevant to historiographical urban music. With this approach the synthesis of 

macro and micro levels of data synthesises both technology and archival sources. 

Information gleaned from historical map overlays, for example, can be integrated with 

the daily walking routine of a man like David Wilder, revealed only through his journals 

which were uncovered in the archives. Data like historical maps from different years 
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(which reveal changes in city layout), city zones, and shifting business districts can be 

visually represented and, in the case of San Francisco, in turn reveal a city in constant 

flux—and again, I would contend these shifts directly relate back to musical activity. 

Future projects using these approaches can further integrate data related to period 

soundscapes, additional images, ephemera, and other period data points uncovered via 

archival work.  

 Although my work and methods were developed in order to address a specific 

problem relating to San Francisco, the implications of my insights and methodology 

should have analogous applicability in considering other American cities and urbanized 

immigrant societies. The data available through city funded urban studies projects, for 

example, provides an immense amount of detail relating to the physical attributes, 

geography, and development of a city. It is likely that the municipal archives of many 

American cities contain a trove of such information, just as I have found in regards to San 

Francisco; therefore,  an innovative multidisciplinary approach towards its applicability 

to musicological studies might yield new and interesting results. 

 The study of San Francisco’s popular amusements has proved a truly rewarding 

experience. The organic roots of a nascent popular entertainment industry were already 

developing from the earliest moments of the Gold Rush (and even before), and their 

foundations reverberated for decades, as harbingers for the culturally and artistically 

significant role San Francisco would continue to play until the present day. The melodeon 

stage was a place where working-class residents could shed distant expectations of 

decorum and laugh at the pretentiousness of polite society. The ubiquity and longevity of 
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such amusements is a testament to art itself and to its capacity to create unity within 

many seemingly disparate cultural threads.  
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APPENDIX: 

Select Transcriptions of 1863 Melodeon Performances at  

the Bella Union and Gilbert’s Melodeon1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 Spellings, capitalizations, italics, and any additional punctations are exact transcriptions of the original 

posters; All playbills are from “Frederick R. Sherman Music Collection, 1850 – 1940,” B001730–B001739, 

The Society for California Pioneers, San Francisco, CA.  
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Bella Union | April 14, 1863 
 

PART FIRST 

Grand Opening Overture By the company 

Opening Chorus—“The rising sun” Company 

Sister Belle MAT KELLEY 

Annie Lowe SALLIE THAYER 

Soap-fat man BILLY SHEPPARD 

No one to love FANNY STEPHENS 

Putting on airs MARIAN LEE 

Finale, Chorus, Down the river Company 

To conclude with the successful  WALK AROUND. of All Nations! 

  

 

 

PART SECOND (a) 

Ballad Mat Kelley 

Irish Lilt Amanda Lee 

Ballad Fanny Stephens 

Spanish Dance, La Andaluz Senorita MARIA 

Irish Song J.W. Conner 

    
To be followed by the laughable Farce of  

THE CLOCKMAKER’S HAT! 

Colonel Capstick J.H. McCabe 

Mr. Duplex, a Watchmaker Mat Kelley 

Mr. Christopher Capstick HARRY COAD 

Mrs. Capstick, the Colonel’s Wife NELLIE COLE 

Fubbs, a Ticket Porter T.M. Wells 

Jemima, her Ladies’ Maid SALLIE THAYER 

SALLY SMART, Mrs. Capstick’s Housemaid MARIAN LEE 

 

PART SECOND (b) 

Double Clog Dance Billy Sheppard and A.P. Durand 

Kingdom Coming Fanny Stephens 

Lucy Long Amanda Lee 

Cracovienne Senorita MARIA 

Comic Irish Song J.W. Conner 

  

 

To conclude with the famous Act of 

THE HANG-LONG BROTHERS, 

BY A.P. DURAND, MAT KELLEY, AND BILLY SHEPPARD. 
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Bella Union | June 21, 1863 
 

PART FIRST 

Grand Opening Overture. William Tell by the company 

Opening Chorus—When the Morning Freshly 

Breaking 

Company 

Annie Ray Mat Kelley 

Josiah’s Courtship Sally Thayer 

Soap-Fat Man Billy Sheppard 

Gentle Annie Maggie Brewer 

Who Deeply Drinks of Wine W.H. Hamilton 

Aura Lee Fannie Stephens 

Johnny’s Gone for a Soldier Marian Lee 

New Chorus—“Ho, Boys, Let’s March Today,” Company 

To conclude with the successful WALK AROUND OF ALL NATIONS! 

        

 

PART SECOND 

Overture Orchestra 

Eccentric Dance  P. Sterling 

Ballad Miss VIRGINIA LAWRENCE 

MELO-DRAMATIC SALLY 

 

DRAMATIC SALLY | Miss LOTTA 

Tragedy Tom | John Woodard 

Duet SOPHIE and IRENE 

Fancy Dance Miss NORA ROSA 

Comic Ballad LITTLE JENNIE 

Song and Dance  JOE MURPHY 

Song Miss LOTTA 

Pas de Deux SOPHIE and IRENE 

Medley Act LITTLE JENNIE 

    

 

The Performance will conclude with the Burlesque Sketch of 

DAMON & PYTHIAS 

 

Characters by Joe Murphy, Johnny DeAngelis, 

W. Bernard, &c. 
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Bella Union | June 29, 1863 
 

PART FIRST 

Grand Opening Overture. William Tell by the company 

Opening Chorus—“Ho, boys, let’s march to-

day” 

Company 

Rock me to sleep, mother MAT KELLEY 

Home delights SALLIE THAYER 

Paddy’s secession BILLY SHEPPARD 

Old days we remember MAGGIE BREWER 

Dublin Bay W.H. HAMILTON 

Over the summer sea MARIAN LEE 

Finale—The Phantom Chorus, from 

Somnambula— 

Company 

To conclude with the successful WALK AROUND of ALL NATIONS! 

 

        

 

PART SECOND 

Song Fanny Stephens 

Hornpipe Miss Estelle 

Old Slave Maggie Brewer 

Song Elisa Biscaccianti 

    

To be followed by the successful Farce of 

AUNT CHARLOTTE’S MAID! 

Horatio Thomas Sparkins HARRY COAD             

Mrs. Puddefoot NELLY COLE 

Major Volley J.H. McCabe                 

Fanny Volley MAGGIE BREWER 

Pivot, a Lawyer T.M. Wells                      

MATILDA JONES MARIAN LEE 

 

 

PART THIRD 

Ballad Elisa Biscaccianti 

Irish Lilt Miss Estelle 

Ballad Fanny Stephens 

Banjo Solo Billy Sheppard 

Ballad Maggie Brewer 

Overture Orchestra 

 

To conclude with the Celebrated Act of 

THE WAY TO THE COAL YARD. 

BY BILLY SHEPPARD AND MAT KELLEY 
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Bella Union | July 2, 1863 
PART FIRST 

Grand Opening Overture, William Tell By the Company 

Opening Chorus—“Ho, boys, let’s march to-

day” 

Company 

Oh, Sing to me those dear old songs Mat Kelley 

Twinkling Stars SALLIE THAYER 

Paddy’s Lament Billy Sheppard 

Netty More Maggie Brewer 

Cigars and Cognac W.H. Hamilton 

Star of Beauty Fanny Stephens 

Over the summer sea Marian Lee 

Finale—Postillion of Longemau Company 

To conclude with the successful  WALK AROUND OF ALL NATIONS! 

 

 

PART SECOND (a) 

Song Fanny Stephens 

Highland Fling Miss Estelle 

Ballad Maggie Brewer 

Song Elisa Biscaccianti 

Song and Dance Billy Sheppard 

Ballad Mat Kelley 

Josiah’s Courtship Sally Thayer 

    

To be followed by the laughable Farce of  

BOWLED OUT! 

Mr. Ezekiel Yearner, an Orator W.H. Hamilton 

Kidman, a Fisherman J.H. McCabe 

Arlington, a Music Master T.M. Wells 

Mrs. Brefton Nellie Cole 

Bob Quormes, a Painter Harry Coad 

Manan, her adopted Child Magg’e Brewer 

Sarah Ann, Mrs. Brefton’s Maid Marian Lee 

 

PART SECOND (b) 

Ballad Elisa Biscaccianti 

Banjo Solo Billy Sheppard 

Ballad Fanny Stephens 

Cachuca Miss Estelle 

Overture Orchestra 

 

To conclude with the Celebrated  

TRIAL DANCE! 

By Maggie Brewer, Billy Shepphard and Mat Kelley 
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Bella Union | July 5, 1863 
 

PART FIRST 

Grand Opening Overture, Young America By the Company 

Opening Chorus—“Pleasure now with music 

blending” 

Company 

Let us speak of a man as we find him MAT KELLEY 

Silvery midnight moon SALLY THAYER 

Mickey’s gone away BILLY SHEPPARD 

Any other man MAGGIE BREWER 

Viva la compagnie W.H. HAMILTON 

Annie Lisle FANNY STEPHENS 

Wake up, Mose MARIAN LEE 

Finale—“Ho, boys, let’s march to day” Company 

To conclude with the successful WALK AROUND of ALL NATIONS 

 

PART SECOND (a) 

Viva l’America Fanny Stephens 

Irish Lilt Miss Estelle 

Star of our Union Maggie Brewer 

Cavatina Elisa Biscaccianti 

Song and Dance Billy Sheppard 

Ballad Mat Kelley 

    

 

To be followed by the laughable Farce of  

THE ETON BOY! 

Mr. DABASTER W.H. Hamilton 

Colonel Curry   J.H. McCabe 

FANNY, the Colonel’s Daughter Marian Lee 

Captain Popham  HARRY COAD 

Sally, her Servant Nelly Cole 

 

 

PART SECOND (b) 

Ballad Elisa Biscaccianti 

Chinese Dance Miss Estelle 

Quintessence of Olg Virginny Billy Sheppard 

Pot Pouri, from the Opera of Travatore Orchestra 

 

The whole to conclude with a Grand 

PATRIOTIC TABLEAU! 
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Gilbert’s Melodeon | April 12, 1863 
 

PART FIRST 

Introductory Overture Full Band 

Gipsy Chorus Company 

Dear Eliza Johnny DeAngelis 

Aura Lee C.F. Shattuck 

Silver moonlight winds Miss Virginia Lawrence 

Bright things can never die Miss Sophie Worrell 

Soap-fat man Joe Murphy 

Would I were with thee Miss Irene Worrell 

Jenny with the light brown hair Miss Lotta 

Pirate’s Chorus Company 

GRAND MEDLEY WALK AROUND By the Entire Company 

 

PART SECOND (a) 

Overture Orchestra 

Eccentric Dance  P. Sterling 

Old Uncle Jake’s Appeal  Frank Hussey 

Ballad  Miss VIRGINIA LAWRENCE 

 

To be followed by the Laughable Sketch of  

JENNY LIND. 

 

Miss Jenny Leatherlungs, altas Lind Miss LOTTA 

Old Leatherlungs, a Tanner John Woodard 

Mr. Gag, a Manager from the Mountains W. Bernard 

Dutch Waiter, slightly sun-burnt  Johnny DeAngelis 

  

 

PART SECOND (b) 

Duet SOPHIE and IRENE 

Fancy Dance Miss NORA ROSA 

Comic Ballad LITTLE JENNY 

Iron-clad, Clipper-built, Bullet-proof JOE Joe Murphy 

Song Miss LOTTA 

Pas de Deux SOPHIE and IRENE 

Medley Act LITTLE JENNIE 

 

 The Performance will conclude with the Laughable Sketch of 

THE SCHOOL ROOM. 

 

Master Johnny DeAngelis 

Jack Joe Murphy 

Dance  W. Bernard 

Students Shattock, Sterling, &c. 
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Gilbert’s Melodeon | April 16, 1863 
 

PART FIRST 

Introductory Overture Full Band 

Gipsy Chorus Company 

Dear Eliza Johnny DeAngelis 

Far upon the sea C.F. Shattuck 

Seeing Nelly Home Miss Virginia Lawrence 

Brooklet in the glen Miss Sophie Worrell 

Bonny light horseman Joe Murphy 

Happy be thy dreams Miss Irene Worrell 

Dear Mother, I’ll com home again Miss Lotta 

Pirate’s Chorus Company 

GRAND MEDLEY WALK AROUND By the Entire Company 

        

 

PART SECOND 

Overture Orchestra 

Eccentric Dance  P. Sterling 

Ballad Miss VIRGINIA LAWRENCE 

MELO-DRAMATIC SALLY 

 

DRAMATIC SALLY | Miss LOTTA 

Tragedy Tom | John Woodard 

Duet SOPHIE and IRENE 

Fancy Dance Miss NORA ROSA 

Comic Ballad LITTLE JENNIE 

Song and Dance  JOE MURPHY 

Song Miss LOTTA 

Pas de Deux SOPHIE and IRENE 

Medley Act LITTLE JENNIE 

    

 

The Performance will conclude with the Burlesque Sketch of 

DAMON & PYTHIAS 

 

Characters by Joe Murphy, Johnny DeAngelis, 

W. Bernard, &c. 
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Gilbert’s Melodeon | May 24, 1863 
PART FIRST 

Introductory Overture Full Band 

Opening Chorus, Ernani Company 

A little more cider—that’s what he drinks Johnny DeAngelis 

Old mountain tree C.F. Shattuck 

The day our mother died Miss Martha 

Goodbye at the door Miss Sophie Worrell 

How are you, Greenbacks? Joe Murphy 

Come where my love lies dreaming Miss Irene Worrell 

Gentle Eva Miss Lotta 

Anvil Chorus Company 

GRAND MEDLEY WALK AROUND By the Entire Company 

      

PART SECOND (a) 

Overture Orchestra 

Ballad M’lle FLEURY 

Ham Fat Man JOE MURPHY 

Character Song  Miss Lotta 

        
To be followed by the Musical Burletta of  

The Swiss Cottage. 

 

LISETTE, with Songs Miss LOTTA 

Natz Tiek John Woodard 

Corporal Max Johnny DeAngelis 

Soldiers by the Company 

 

PART SECOND (b) 

Comic Ballad  LITTLE JENNIE 

ETHIOPIAN ECCENTRICITIES JOE MURPHY 

Cavatina M’lle FLEURY 

  

To conclude with the Comic Ballet of 

THE COOPERS. 

  

PSIDORE, the favored Lover Miss IRENE WORRELL 

Andrew, Master Cooper  John Woodard 

Billoquet, his Foreman  Johnny DeAngelis 

Huget, his Work man W. Bernard 

Ponti, his Work man   C.F. Shattuck 

Der Teufel Incarnado, a Magician  Pete Sterling 

LISETTE, Daughter to Andrew Miss SOPHIE WORRELL 

MARI LITTLE JENNIE 

Nannette Miss Nora Rosa 

Isabelle  Miss Martha 
 

 During the Pantomime will be introduced 

LA TYROLESE, COMBAT DIABOLIQUE, and UNION HORNPIPE. 

THE TERRIBLE FATE OF BILLOQUET! 
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Gilbert’s Melodeon | July 22, 1863 
 

PART FIRST 

Introductory Overture Full Band 

Opening Chorus Company 

Happy Valley Butcher, (original)  Frank Hussey 

Twinkling Stars Miss Irene Worrell 

Milly of the Vale Miss Virginia Lawrence 

Whack, row-de-dow C. Backus 

Aura Lee C.F. Shattuck 

Neapolitaine  Miss Sophie Worrell 

When this cruel war is over   Miss Jennie Lamont 

Sleeping chorus Company 

Grand Medley Walk Around By the Entire Company 

 

PART SECOND 

Overture Orchestra 

Ballad Miss Jennie Lamont 

Old Uncle Jake’s Appeal  Frank Hussey 

Duet Sophie and Irene 

Comic ballad Little Jennie 

 

PART THIRD 

Ballad Miss Virginia Lawrence 

Medley Act Miss Jennie Lamont 

THE OLD SOLDIER C. BACKUS AND FRANK HUSSEY 

Double Clog Dance Irene and Little Jennie 

     

 

To conclude with the Laughable Burlesque of  

HAMLET! 

       

  

Queen Gertude C. Backus 

Ghost W. Bernard 

Polonias Frank Hussey 

Hamlet John Woodard 
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Gilbert’s Melodeon | August 9, 1863 
 

PART FIRST 

Introductory Overture Full Band 

Opening Chorus   Company 

Cora Lea Miss Virginia Lawrence 

Wake up, Mose  C. Backus 

The wine song C.F. Shattuck 

Day and Night Miss Sophie Worrell 

Moon behind the hill Miss Jennie Lamont 

Gipsy Davy Joe Murphy 

No one to love Miss Irene Worrell 

Finale-Chorus Company 

Grand Medley Walk Around By the Entire Company 

  

     

PART SECOND  

Overture Orchestra 

Duet Sophie and Irene 

Comic Ballad Little Jennie 

Character Song Miss Jennie Lamont 

HAPPY JIM JOE MURPHY 

Duet, The American Boy  Little Jennie and C.F. Shattuck 

LIVING PHOTOGRAPHS C. BACKUS and W. BERNARD 

Grand Pas de Deux Sophie and Irene 

Topsy Song and Dance Little Jennie 

LOOKING FOR WORK C. BACKUS and JOE MURPHY 

Ballad Miss Virginia Lawrence 

 

The Performance will conclude with the laughable Sketch of  

DAMON AND PYTHIAS. 

 

Damon   C. Backus | Pythias  Joe Murphy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


