Oakland Museum of California Background Information

Immigration Theme Tour: Seekers of the California Dream 

Who are the dream-seekers who came to California? Examine the motivating factors for their migration. Beginning with early European explorers contact with the Indians, Yankee traders and whalers, the tour also looks at more recent immigration from Asia and Latin America as well as the African American migration experience.
Why have people been attracted to California, from the earliest inhabitants to the recent immigrants of today?

From the earliest times California has been a place which offers opportunity. The possibility of finding a better place to live, an abundance of food, a good climate, and the possibility of achieving great wealth brought people to California. Many living here today came during their own lifetime, while others are children, grandchildren or great-grandchildren of those who came many years ago.  Still others are the descendants of the first people. In this tour begin by asking the students why their families came to California.

How did the arrival of the Spanish/Mexican peoples affect the lives of the California Indians?

Why did the Spanish come to California?  Some reasons the Spanish and Mexicans came: to fulfill their dream of acquiring new territory,  establish trade routes, spread the word of Christianity and settle a new frontier. Other European nations sent explorers to the new territory as well. Sir Francis Drake came from England, followed later by Captain James Cook. France sent La Perouse and Russia sent Nicolai Rezanov. The Russians established a fort on the coast called Fort Ross which still stands today.

Emblems of Power (armor, banner), Exploration and New Spain panel: Spanish came to the New World seeking trade routes to the Orient. Later they came to claim new lands for Spain and to exploit uncharted regions hoping to find gold and riches.

Missions: Spanish missionaries followed to spread Christianity among the Indians and establish missions.

Pueblo, Presidio, Rancho Rivals: Mexican colonials soon followed to set up military outposts (Presidios) and administrative centers (Pueblos) to govern new territory and control expanding trade with Yankees. After Mexico's independence, life became less constricted and was more settled. Mexico gave large land grants to settlers (ranchos) and fortunes were made in cattle.

Why did Yankees come to California in the early 19th century?

Why They Came platform, Mountain Men, Trade Goods, Why They Came, Boston Traders: The first Yankees to come to California came by ship mostly as part of the whaling or sea otter and hide and tallow trade. They came to trade with Mexican outposts for basic supplies.

Why did people from all over the world start pouring into California?
Gold Rush, Assay Office, In a Far Country: With the discovery of gold many came with a dream of acquiring wealth through finding gold or silver, or to make money off the miners with businesses.  Men from the United States, Europe, Asia and even South America came flooding into California. Many adventurers came just to enjoy a freer life on the new frontier. They left their families behind and formed rough mining camps full of drinking and gambling. Many went home with their dreams shattered as the work was arduous and there was often no success.

Kitchen from Rough and Ready, What They Brought, Rural California: Women soon followed their husbands and sweethearts out west. They came on wagon trains from the east and on boats via Cape Horn. They soon established churches, schools and social services for the frontier towns.

Extend, Law, Divide, Land, Express Tract, Map, Commerce: As the men seeking wealth from the gold rush came, so did those hoping to make money on the gold seekers. Adventurers, criminals, business men, farmers, laundresses and "ladies of the evening" came to cater to the miners.

Printing Press, Pelton wheel, Cornish pump, cable car grip model, Mech and Tech: As the settlements expanded, tradesmen and craftsmen came to offer services and skills. Inventors created new machines to more efficiently mine and develop agricultural resources.

Comstock case and panel: Financiers, tycoons, silver barons and miners came when silver was discovered in Nevada. The new wealth in the state contributed to the rapid growth of cities.

Bonanza Line case, Building the Railroad, Captain Shorey photo: Many men came west to work on the railroad; the Chinese, Mexicans, Irish and freed blacks.

Transition platform, Victorian California, Borax Carriage, Agricultural Bounty: As communities became more settled and word spread of the fine climate, the great opportunities for growth and a more comfortable lifestyle made possible by the coming of the railroad, people began coming to California in greater numbers from the east and from southern and eastern Europe as well as Asia. Many began to enjoy a higher standard of living and many institutions were established.

20th Century 

Californians in the 20th century have come seeking their dream of making a fortune, having a home of their own or being able to find work. They have also come for the benefit of having a warm and hospitable climate in which to enjoy recreational pursuits. They have often come seeking freedom of expression or to follow a particular creed or ideal. Many have come to join others of their same ethnic or sexual preference background who have established communities here. They came because of the depression, WWII and to work in expanding job opportunities in Aerospace, high-tech​nology and agriculture. They also came to Hollywood to be "dis​covered". Some came seeking a simple life escaping political turmoil in their homelands. 

 In spite of the "melting pot" theory, many Californians have maintained their ethnic distinctiveness. Asians Americans, California Indians, Latinos and African Americans continue to maintain cultural traditions. Many later European immigrants have also managed to preserve their unique identity. Strong and identifiable enclaves of  Armenians, Portuguese, Basques, Serbians and others can still be found in California.  Native Americans have struggled to retain their heritage and Indians from many tribes outside California have come here and created new "pan-Indian" institutions.

 In short, many came to California seeking their dreams. They are California Dreamers.

New Style, P.P.I.E., California Arcadia, Fire Pump, Firemen:
Railroad and real estate promoters lured people to California by promising good climate, health and an agricultural bonanza. The completion of the Panama Canal, the fame of the San Francisco earthquake and the P.P.I.E. brought people to California.

Promoting the Dream, the Newcomers 1910-80, California Boosters 1910-80, Hucksters 1970-80, The Dream Factories 1930-80:  Throughout the 20th Century people came seeking their personal and collective dreams. Women seeking to become starlets in Hollywood, young people seeking a college education or a freer lifestyle, older people seeking a better climate and third world refugees seeking a new home came to California. Hollywood encouraged these dreams and the tourism industry promoted them.

Sunshine vignette, Thrills, Spills vignette, Going Your Own Way: The sunshine of California encouraged all outdoor sports. Many people came for these activities. California's love affair with the automobile encouraged highway and city planning designed to accommodate the car which soon became an important part of California culture.

A Room of Your Own , Hunter’s Point Kitchen and Japanese Internment : During the depression many people came to California to escape the blighted mid-western dust bowl. When the war began, many wartime industries were established in California, especially shipbuilding and aviation. Women and many minorities were recruited to work in these industries. They had a dream of a home of their own and subsidized childcare.  The government provided these. Some groups such as Japanese Americans suffered persecution during the Japanese Internment.
Living Out of Doors, Room with a View: Post War prosperity encouraged many more people to come to California for the dream of a home in the suburbs, or in a great location.

Political vignette: Many people viewed California as a liberal place where an abundance of opportunities and lifestyles prevailed. They came after WWII for this reason.

Strength Through Union, Room at the Top: As California continued to grow so new opportunities arose to make a fortune as an entrepreneur. Many poorer immigrants, especially from Mexico, were exploited as migratory farm workers or in "sweatshop" industries. These newcomers protested through organized labor. Still others protested on the docks. California was ironically the birthplace of both new high technology industries (such as those in Silicon  Valley) as well as the Farm Workers Union.

Shining Crusaders, Inner Light: The diversity of lifestyles combined with the newness of California and its exciting story allowed for the development of an environment hospitable to unusual lifestyles and interests. Aimee McPherson's church is one such example where traditional religion and Hollywood meet. Many people came to  California for this freedom of expression and tolerance of eccentricity.

Countercultures, Beat vignettes: Throughout the 1950's and 60's California proved to be a haven for the development of alternative lifestyles and movements. In the 60's, many young people flocked to the Haight-Ashbury in San Francisco to become "flower children" or hippies, to experiment with drugs and to live a lifestyle based on radically different values such as communal​ism, sexual equality and complete freedom of expression.

 Dreamers Platform:  Conclude by identifying the different dreamers and asking why they came.   

