ANGLO-AMERICANS AND THE GRIZZLY

Once the Spanish had settled California, few new pioneer settlers came from Mexico. Those who came as the early settlers were a mixture of people of Spanish descent, former black slaves, mestizos and Indians from Mexico. Single men usually took local Indian wives. Approximately 146 foreign pioneers had come to California by 1830. By 1848 there were roughly 7,500 Californios, 6,500 foreigners and 3,000 to 4,000 “civilized” Indians in California. Following the discovery of gold at Sutter’s Mill in 1849 gold seekers flooded into California. The population of California increased to 92,597 in 1850, to 379,994 in 1860, and to 1,213,398 in 1890. Most of these newcomers came from the eastern half of the United States. The impact on the California grizzly bear proved devastating.

Most of the Anglo-American settlers landed in San Francisco and then made their way to the gold fields. Settlements, primarily Sacramento, flourished. Small settlements functioned as transportation hubs and others started as mining camps along “the Motherload”. Agricultural, grazing and lumber interests developed to provide the needs of the miners. Immediately the herds of cattle, mules and horses, along with sheep and goats, came to be in high demand. Prices for livestock skyrocketed. The ranchos flourish with revenues from the sales of livestock to miners. The wild herds were no longer a scourge, but became assets. No longer could the predation of grizzlies on livestock be ignored. Livestock was way too valuable. 

As it happened, the gold fields lay in the heart of prime grizzly bear habitat. Grizzly bears and miners did not get along. The bears took livestock, raided tents and cabins and killed miners. The miners, who were much better armed that the Mexican residents were, did not take well to their new neighbors. In addition, they liked bears! Bears were good! If you killed a grizzly, you ate well and could sell meat to hungry miners. The hunting of grizzlies became a new industry. Rancho owners often hired Anglo-American hunters to protect their herds by killing bears, and killing grizzlies proved to be more profitable venture for some miners than seeking gold. Beekeeping became a popular form of early agriculture. Honey was the only form of domestic sugar, and beeswax candles was far more clean-burning and smelled better than candles made from tallow. But guess what – grizzly bears favored those honey filled apiaries too. They could raid them during the night, and there was little the average farmer could do about it – other than eliminating bears. There is one description from what is now Ventura County about grizzlies taking down telegraph poles and lines, presumably because of the buzzing they heard coming from the tops of the poles. Once crop production was underway, bears took quickly to their own form of crop harvest. Grain crops were devastated. Grapes were stripped from vines as well as fruit from trees.  

Grizzly bears quickly were eliminated from the gold fields and farming areas. Eventually, no place was safe for them. Northern Ventura and Santa Barbara counties as well as the San Gabriel and San Bernardino mountains were among the last havens for the great bears. They were taken by firearms, in wooden and iron traps, by whale guns, and by poisoned bait, including honey. Tracy Storer and Lloyd Tevis, Jr., in California Grizzly (1983), pp. 291-292, attempt to identify for many California counties the last clear recording of grizzly bears. Most counties seem to have lost their last grizzly in the 1870s and 1880s. They list 1882 for Ventura County, 1912 for Santa Barbara County, 1903 for Orange County, 1908 for San Diego County, 1922 for Fresno County and 1924 (?) for Tulare County. Then there were none. The California grizzly has become an icon for our state – being featured on our state flag.
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