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The Prairie Flower Camp,  
Williams Creek around 1867. 
Frederick Dally photograph; 
A-03857.



A new view  
of our history
Summary

In 1858 gold discoveries on the Fraser River triggered 
global awareness of this far flung British preserve on the 
north west of North America. Newspapers quickly spread 
the word about the new “El Dorado”. That summer was 
frenzy. An estimated 30,000 miners and entrepreneurs 
followed overland trails north through the United States 
or arrived in Victoria via ship from San Francisco. This 
was the third great gold rush of the world, following the 
California gold rush of 1848 and that in Australia in 1851. 
Newspapers filled pages with stories of the strikes and 
of the opportunities to make fortunes. Myth quickly 
surpassed reality. The huge influx of miners, many 
American, created worries for Great Britain who had 
established the Colony of Vancouver Island in 1849 but 
had not yet formally colonized the mainland, a fur trading 
preserve held by the Hudson’s Bay Company.

Scales owned by Billy Barker, 
Barkerville. RBCM 984.12.7.

Faro board and case counter. Faro, 
not poker, was the most popular 
gambling game before 1870. You 
place a bet on one of 13 cards painted 
on a board. The dealer draws two 
cards. The first card pays the house, 
the second the players. A counter 
shows how many cards are left. 
Players can bet with the house as 
well. RBCM 973.108.3  and 981.141.1a

Playing cards, Lawrence & Cohen 
1860-1863. These are BC’s oldest 
known playing cards. They are square 
cut from one sheet, have no corner 
markings and use full length artwork. 
RBCM 976.17.1-3, 981.141.1a, 973.108.3. 

A rare Philadelphia Henry Deringer, 
sold by Charles Curry in San 
Francisco between 1856 and 1863. 
In 1865 an assassin used a gun of 
this model (with only one “r” in the 
name) to kill President Abraham 
Lincoln. RBCM 2003.20.1.



Content and purpose

This exhibition recaptures the excitement of 
the gold rush as it moved up the Fraser River 
to the Cariboo and then spread throughout 
British Columbia to almost every river 
headland. The focus is on the experiences of 
the multi-national migrant cohort and of the 
First Nations who occupied the lands and 
whose lives would be forever changed. 

While this is a story about British Columbia 
and the West Coast of North America, it’s also 
something more. It’s about gold. It transcends 
borders, nations, and even continents. The 
lust for gold seems embedded deep in our 
psyche. Throughout history people have 
searched for it and made beautiful things 
with it. This love of gold is an important part 
of understanding what drove people to travel 
the width of the globe to live and work in 
inhospitable conditions. This exhibit is about 
the early history of British Columbia and of 
all the people who participated in the gold 
rushes. This complex history will be examined, 
from the global picture, to individual miners 
and speculators, to the Chinese, to the First 
Nations. The legacy of the gold rushes lives 
with us today.

Accompanying Material

We provide an electronic tool kit with a 
sample media release, including background 
information on the exhibition, a title graphic and 
images for use in advertising.

Online Resources

There are rich online learning and teacher 
resources available through the Royal BC 
Museum’s website and Learning Portal, 
including images, audio and video.

Exhibition Venue Requirements

This is a modular exhibition with 28 panels, 
up to four artifact cases, interactive kiosks 
and purpose created videos and audio. The 
exhibition is designed to be flexible, allowing 
host venues to configure it as needed. The 
minimum space required is 60 sq. m  
(650 sq. ft.)

Participation

Please contact us for available dates and 
participation fees.

A long, curved sniping tool for clawing 
rock in a mine. RBCM 965.5.1.

Hand-forged crevice tools used by  
a Chinese miner near Lillooet.  
RBCM 2014.188.1, 2.



Contact

Kate Kerr
Travelling Exhibits Coordinator
250-882-2309
travelling@royalbcmuseum.bc.ca

About the Royal BC Museum

The Royal BC Museum explores the province’s 
human history and natural history, advances 
new knowledge and understanding of BC, and 
provides a dynamic forum for discussion and a 
place for reflection. The museum and archives 
celebrate culture and history, telling the stories 
of BC in ways that enlighten, stimulate and 
inspire. Looking to the future, by 2017 the 
Royal BC Museum will be a refreshed, modern 
museum, extending its reach far beyond its 
two-hectare campus in Victoria as a world-
class cultural venue and repository of digital 
treasures.

The wig and travel case of gold 
fields circuit judge Mathew 
Baillie Begbie. RBCM 965.532.1a, 
964.3358.1 and 965.532.1b.




