


“Among the first of  our noble army of  occupation in California was the 
Rev. William Taylor. In labors he has been more abundant, and as fear-
less as laborious. His book, as a book of  mere incident and adventure, 
possesses uncommon interest; but as a record of  missionary toil and 
success its interest is immensely increased. The sketches of  personal 
character and death-bed scenes are thrilling.” 
 –Ladies’ Repository 

“The observation and experience recorded abounds with the most 
pleasing interest, and the scenes are described with much graphic 
power and felicity.”
 –Baltimore Sun

“This is a graphic description of  the labors of  a missionary among the 
most complex, and perhaps most wicked, and at the same time excited 
and active population in the world. It is a very rich book, and deserves 
a large sale.”
 –Zion’s Herald

“As a religious history, it occupies a new department in Californian lit-
erature; and its incidents and triumphant death scenes are of  the most 
interesting character.”
 –The American Spectator

“It is a very entertaining volume, full of  adventure, grave and gay, in 
the streets of  a new city, and among a peculiar people.”
 –New-York Observer

“This book is a real contribution to the religious history of  that country. 
For raciness of  style it is one of  the most readable books that has fallen 
into our hands.”
 –Pittsburgh Christian Advocate



“This work is valuable, not merely from its very sincere and sound reli-
gious spirit, but from the curious popular traits which it imbodies, and 
the remarkable insight it affords into the striking and highly attractive 
peculiarities of  the Methodist denomination. We defy any student of  
human nature, any man gifted with a keen appreciation of  remarkable 
development of  character, to read this book without a keen relish. He 
will find in it many singular developments of  the action of  religious 
belief  allied to manners, customs, and habits all eminently worthy of  
study. The straightforward common sense of  the author, allied to his 
faith, had resulted in a shrewd enthusiasm, whose workings are con-
tinually manifest, and which enforces our respect for his earnestness 
and piety, as well as affording rare materials for analysis and reflec-
tion. The naivete of  the author is often pleasant enough; in some in-
stances we find it truly touching.”
 –Philadelphia Bulletin

“We like the spirit and daring of  the author of  this book. But few like 
him live among men. With an undoubted piety, and courage like a lion, 
he preached Christ at a time, in San Francisco, when Satan reigned 
about as triumphant as he ever has on any other spot of  the cursed 
earth. The book will be read, and it will do good wherever it is read.”
	 –Buffalo	Christian	Advocate

The state of  society which Mr. Taylor describes is almost anomalous, 
and his pictures are boldly and clearly drawn.”
 –New York Evening Post



“The appearance of  Mr. Taylor’s work on street preaching, at a time 
when so much attention is turned to this subject, when parochial cler-
gymen, and even bishops, have caught the mantle of  Whitefield and 
the Wesleys, is singularly opportune. And the book itself  is so thor-
oughly good, so deeply interesting, and so replete with wise counsels 
and examples of  what street preaching ought to be, that we cannot but 
wish for it a wide circulation. The writer tells his story with the sim-
plicity and directness of  a child; and the incidents related are of  a most 
unusual and romantic kind. Too much cannot be said in praise for the 
nervous, plain, vigorous style of  the author’s preaching. For clearness, 
directness, and force, the specimens given in this book have never been 
surpassed.”
 –The London Review
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THERE is a certain class of  books which need no introduction, 
a single glance at their title and contents being sufficient to se-
cure them a reading. It is unnecessary to say that the following 
work is of  that character. The author, as various allusions in the 
body of  the work will show, was a street preacher before he went 
to California, and in the streets of  the Monumental City and the 
Capital he received initiatory training and qualification for ad-
dressing crowds in the open air, which fitted him so successfully 
for preaching the Gospel among the crowding thousands on the 
shores of  the Pacific, before the erection of  churches. His labors 
at home in this particular department of  Christian effort doubt-
less pointed him out to the authorities of  the Church as the very 
man for that new and interesting field, so strangely opened by 
Providence to the citizens of  the United States.

In the fall of  1848, while passing up Baltimore Street, he heard 
some one call his name. On turning in the direction of  the sound, 
he saw Christian Keener running toward him, exclaiming, “Bish-
op Waugh wants to see you, at Armstrong & Berry’s book-store.” 
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He accordingly returned, and the bishop informed him, that if  he 
had no objections, he would send him as a missionary to Califor-
nia. Always ready to obey the voice of  the Church, he responded 
to the call, and with his family, was in due time on his way to that 
distant field.

The reader will find, in perusing these pages, the results of  his 
seven years’ labors in the land of  gold and crime; and as he follows 
him from street to street, from hospital to Bethel, and from plaza 
to quay, and hears his songs and sermons, and reads his sketches 
of  men and manners, and the various scenes through which he 
passed, will learn more of  the real social and political condition 
of  the country than has ever yet been furnished by books or jour-
nals.

The follow letter, from the Hon. Wilson Flint, Senator in the 
California State Legislature, which was sent unsolicited, will 
show to what extent Mr. Taylor’s labors were successful, as well as 
the manner in which they were appreciated:

    San Francisco, Sept. 10, 1856.
Rev. Wm. Taylor:

MY ESTEEMED FRIEND – Learning that you were intending to 
publish a work, containing a history of  your labors as a preacher 
of  the Christian religion at San Francisco, from your arrival here 
in 1849 to the present time, I thought it would be in place for me 
to remind you of  an incident which occurred in the Plaza, the first 
time I had the pleasure of  listening to you.

It was on a Sunday morning, in December, 1849, when landing 
from the Panama steamer, I wended my way with the throng to 
Portsmouth Square, this being at that time the great resort of  the 
denizens of  the rising metropolis. Three sides of  the square were 
mostly occupied by buildings, which served that double purpose 
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of  hotels and gambling-houses, the latter calling being regarded 
at that time as a very reputable profession. On the fourth and up-
per side of  the square was an adobe building, from the steps of  
which you were discoursing from the text, “The way of  the trans-
gressor is hard.”

It was a scene I shall never forget. On all sides of  you were 
gambling-houses, each with its band of  music in full blast. 
Crowds were going in and out; fortunes were being lost and won, 
terrible imprecations and blasphemies rose amid the horrid wail, 
and it seemed to me that Pandemonium was let loose. Above all 
this, I heard you utter the following prophetic sentence, which 
has since been fully realized: “The power of  Satan seems at this 
time in the ascendency, wherever I cast my eye; but sure as there 
is a God in heaven, we will turn the tables upon the Evil One, and 
where now my voice meets naught but scoffs and jeers, with un-
wavering faith in my Divine Master, I hope to labor on to the time 
when these dens of  iniquity around me shall all be swept away.”

Six years of  time have sped on, and what a wondrous change! 
Portsmouth Square, now of  a Sabbath morn, is thronged with 
women and children wending their way to the numerous church-
es in the surrounding localities. A great metropolis spreads out 
on every side, and civilization and Christianity go hand in hand 
to humanize the race of  man.

Yours obediently,
Wilson Flint

Numerous as have been the works published in relation to Cali-
fornia, its religious history has not been written; and hence the 
present work occupies a department altogether new in California 
literature. As such, we have no doubt it will be sought after with 
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avidity, and read by thousands. The work also supplies a desid-
eratum in the literature of  the Church, being a most admirable 
treatise on open-air preaching, illustrated by the labors of  ten 
years. Its incidents and triumphant death scenes are of  a most 
thrilling and interesting character, and the latter exemplify, in an 
eminent degree, the excellence and value of  religion.

Editor,
New York, December 19, 1856.



ON the third of  December, 1849, I announced to the congregation in 
“Our little church on the hill,” that at three P.M. of  that day I would 
preach in the open air, on Portsmouth Square, known more familiarly 
as the Plaza. It was regarded by most persons present, if  not all, as a 
very dangerous experiment; for the gamblers were a powerful and in-
fluential party in the city, and the Plaza was their principal rendezvous, 
and Sunday the best day of  the seven for their business. The Plaza was 
nearly surrounded by gambling and drinking houses. The gamblers oc-
cupied the best houses in the city, and had them furnished in the most 
magnificent style. Each house employed a band of  the best music the 
country could afford. R. Beeching, a member of  our Church, being a 
good musician, was offered thirty dollars per night to play in one of  
them, which, as a true man, though poor and out of  employment at the 
time, he declined.

The walls of  these houses were hung with splendid paintings; “the 
tables” contained “piles” of  gold and silver; the musicians occupied a 
high platform in the rear end of  the saloon; the “needful” was served 
out by “a gentleman of  the bar,” in one corner, near the entrance, where 
many a jolly circle drank to each other’s health the deadly draught. 
These places, especially at night, all night, and on Sunday, were crowd-
ed with moving masses of  humanity, of  every age and complexion. So 

First Preaching
on the Plaza

1



seven years’ street preaching in san francisco

6

powerful was this class of  men in the city, that I do not remember of  
ever hearing one of  them, in those days, being arrested, even for mur-
der. Now, should a poor preacher presume to go into their midst, and 
interfere with their business, by thrilling every house with the songs 
of  Zion and the peals of  Gospel truth, he would be likely to wake up 
the lion in his lair! When the appointed hour arrived I took with me 
my “sweet singer in Israel,” the partner of  my youth, who has stood by 
me in every battle; and down I went to the field of  action. I selected for 
my pulpit a carpenter’s work-bench, which stood in front of  one of  the 
largest gambling-houses in the city. I got Mrs. T. and another lady or 
two comfortably seated, in care of  a good brother, and taking the stand, 
I sung on a high key,

 “Hear the royal proclamation,
   The glad tidings of  salvation,
   Publishing to every creature,
   To the ruin’d sons of  nature,
   Jesus reigns, he reigns victorious
   Over heaven and earth most glorious,
     “Jesus reigns,” etc.

The novelty of  the thing had a moving effect. The people crowded 
out of  the gambling-houses, and gathered together from every direc-
tion, as though they had heard the cry, “Fire! Fire! Fire!” By the time 
the echoes of  the song had died on the breeze, I was surrounded by a 
dense crowd, to whom I introduced the object of  my mission, as fol-
lows: “Gentlemen, if  our friends in the Atlantic states, with the views 
and feelings they entertained of  California society when I left there, 
had learned that there was to be preaching this afternoon on Ports-
mouth Square, in San Francisco, they would have predicted disorder, 
confusion, and riot; but we, who are here, believe very differently. One 
thing is certain, there is no man who loves to see those stars and stripes 
floating on the breeze (pointing to the flag of  our Union), and who loves 
the institutions fostered under them; in a word, there’s no true Amer-
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ican but will observe order under the preaching of  God’s word any-
where, and maintain it, if  need be. We shall have order, gentlemen. I 
apprehend that for the last twelve months at least, you have all been 
figuring under the rule of  ‘loss and gain.’ In your tedious voyage ‘round 
the Horn,’ or your wearisome journey over the Plains, or your hurried 
passage ‘across the Isthmus,’ and during the few months of  your so-
journ in California, losses and gains have constituted the theme of  
your thoughts and calculations. Now, I wish most respectfully to sub-
mit to you a question under your favorite rule. I want you to employ 
all the mathematical power and skill you can command, and patiently 
work out the mighty problem. The question may be found in the twen-
ty-sixth verse of  the sixteenth chapter of  the Lord’s Gospel by St. Mat-
thew. Shall I announce it? ‘What is a man profited, if  he shall gain the 
whole world, and lose his own soul?’”

Every man present was for that hour “a true American.” Perfect 
order was observed, and profound attention given to every sentence 
of  the sermon that followed. The warrant for street preaching in San 
Francisco was thus acknowledged, and the precedent of  good order, 
under the preaching of  the word in these “highways,” was thus es-
tablished. That sermon proved to be the first of  a series of  nearly six 
hundred sermons preached in these streets, the confluence of  all the 
various creeds, and isms, and notions, and feelings, and prejudices of  
the representatives of  all the nations, Christian and heathen. And yet, 
through the restraining providence of  Him who sent me, and the good 
common sense of  the people of  California, I have never lost a congre-
gation, nor suffered any serious disturbance. The little interruptions 
I have had, together with specimen extracts from sermons preached, 
and incidents illustrating some of  the modes by which truth has been 
presented, will be duly noted in the subsequent pages of  this book. 



HOW dreadful, in the stillness of  the third watch of  the night, is the 
cry, “Fire! Fire! Fire!” and the ringing of  alarm-bells in all the wards of  
a large city. A livery stable full of  horses in flames. Shocking! A mother 
and her infant in the third story of  a building enveloped in fire; and 
the returning husband wringing his hands in phrensy. What a dreadful 
scene! Here, at the dead hour of  night, a hospital, built of  wood, on 
fire. It will consume to ashes in thirty minutes. In it are one hundred 
and thirty men – sick men – many of  whom are unable to raise their 
heads from their pillows. No time for talk. Rush in, ye friends of  suffer-
ing humanity. Let the strong men carry out the patients; take bed and 
all. Thus, in a few minutes, about half  an acre of  ground was strewed 
with mattresses, blankets, and dying men. The first thing was to get 
the sick off the damp ground on to the “cots,” and provide covering to 
keep them from chilling to death in the night air. The next thing was 
to get some place of  shelter. The “Waverly House,” on Pacific Street, 
distant about half  a mile, was offered. Many of  the sufferers were 
immediately carried thither. But that required too much time. Next a 
two-story house was obtained, very conveniently located, but very in-
conveniently arranged. It had a narrow hall through the center, with 
narrow doors opening on each side into the rooms. A cot, containing 
a patient, could not be turned out of  the hall through these doors; and 
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hence we had to “unship” each patient in the hall, in order to twist him 
in through the doors into the rooms. All were rescued from the flames, 
with most of  their bedding. Everything else pertaining to the hospital 
was consumed. The fire originated in a “house of  the strange woman,” 
adjoining the hospital. Most of  our dreadful fires have started in some 
sink of  iniquity. This fire occurred on the night of  October, 30 1851.

A number of  the patients were men who had been blown up, thir-
ty-five hours before, in the explosion of  the steamer “Sagamore.” Some 
had broken limbs, and others were badly scalded. Some of  them, on 
Monday, the twenty-eighth, had taken passage, in the City of  Stockton, 
on board the steamer “Mariposi,” to attend the celebration of  the “ad-
mission of  California into the Union,” which took place on Tuesday, the 
twenty-ninth, in this city. On their way down, on Monday night, their 
boat was “run into” and sunk by the steamer “West Point,” and they 
narrowly escaped a grave in the dark waters. On Tuesday afternoon, 
after the festivities of  the celebration, they were blown up in the explo-
sion of  the “Sagamore,” by which many lost their lives. On Wednesday 
night they were burned out, as above stated. My attention was called to 
an Irish boy, of  about fourteen years, who lay on the ground in a dying 
condition. He said to his father, who stood by him: “Go away, go away 
from me. But for you I would not have come to this. You made me work, 
and drove me along for days, after I was so low with diarrhea that I was 
not able to work, and now I must die.” The father tried to clear him-
self  of  the charges brought against him by his dying boy; but others 
present asserted that the boy told the truth. I tried to persuade the boy 
to forgive his father, and seek the forgiveness of  his own sins through 
the merits of  Jesus. A priest came along and took him in hand.  What 
service he rendered him I know not. The boy died. As I carried in a poor 
Dane, who had been paralyzed, I saw Isaac Hillman (the razor-strop 
man) with a pot of  warm coffee. I thought my Dane was dying, but a 
cup of  warm coffee revived him. He has been in the City Hospital ever 
since, now about six years. No pen will ever delineate the sufferings I 
have witnessed in the hospital of  this city.



THE following is a description of  a love-feast, held in the Seamen’s 
Bethel, San Francisco, May, 1853: After a hearty, united song of  praise 
to God, and prayer by the Rev. I. Owen, presiding elder, and the tokens 
of  mutual Christian affection, between thirty and forty witnesses of  
Jesus testified to his saving love. Brother R. said: “At Buenos Ayers, in 
South America, God found me a poor sinner. I was, as too many sea-
men are, a most profane swearer. The Spirit of  God mightily convinced 
me of  sin. I thought of  my mother’s prayers and tears, and how I had 
lived. I wept and cried to God for mercy; and there he spoke peace to 
my soul. Thank God for a praying mother. When I returned to the State 
of  Maine, to fell my friends what God had done for me, I learned that 
on the very night God converted my soul at Buenos Ayers, my mother 
and other Christian friends were at a prayer-meeting, and prayed spe-
cially for me. Glory be to God, the prayers of  the righteous avail much! 
I enjoyed the life and power of  religion for several years. But when I 
arrived in California, in 1850, from a long voyage at sea, I was in a back-
slidden state; but I inquired for a Methodist Church, and went up the 
first Sunday to the chapel of  Powell Street. After preaching, Brother 
Taylor invited seekers of  religion and backsliders to come to the altar. 
I went right forward; and there God again spoke peace to my soul. For 
three years he has kept me in California by his grace. I have ‘shipped 

A Peep Into a California
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for the run,’ and intended to ‘keep my course,’ till I land my soul in Ca-
naan’s peaceful haven.”

Then all sang:

  “Never more will I stray,
  From my Saviour away,
     But will follow my Lord till I die.
  I will take up my cross,
  And count all things but dross,
     Till I meet my Redeemer on high.”

Brother B—t said: “I love the Lord Jesus Christ, for he sought me at 
a camp-meeting away up in Iowa, and spoke peace to my soul. In the 
midst of  great trials, and much unfaithfulness on my part, he has led 
me along for ten years. I feel his love burning in my heart to-day. Glory 
be to his holy name!”

The following song seemed to speak in melodious strains the feel-
ings of  every heart:

  “O, Jesus, my Saviour, in thee I am blest!
  My life and my treasure, my joy and my rest!
  Thy grace be my theme, and they name be my song,
  Thy love doth inspire my heart and my tongue.

  “O, who is like Jesus! He’s Salem’s bright King;
  He smiles and he loves me, he taught me to sing:
  I’ll praise him, I’ll praise him, and bow to his will,
  While rivers of  pleasure my spirit do fill!”

Brother L—g said: “I left Germany when a poy, and came to New-
York. I heard Brother Lyon preach in New-York, from de text, ‘Ye must 
pe porn again.’ He came strange to me. I tid not know vot to do. I vent 
again, and kept going, till one Sunday morning the Lord converted my 
soul. I am still on my vay to Canaan’s happy shore.”
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Then the song was sung:

 “O, Canaan, bright Canaan! I’m bound for the land of  Canaan,” 
etc.

Brother L—d arose, exclaiming: “Canaan is just where I want to go. 
At the corner of  Pacific and Battery Streets, in this city, God converted 
my soul. I came to California a very wicked sinner; but the first Sunday 
after I landed I heard Brother Taylor preach on the wharf  and on the 
Plaza, I was struck under deep conviction; and for three weeks after-
ward a more miserable man than I was never walked these streets. I 
have heard a great deal about taking up claims, and about Spanish ti-
tles, since I came to California. Brethren and sisters, I have staked off 
my claim, which I intended to hold and work forever. There’s no Span-
ish title covering it. The devil, the most incorrigible old squatter that 
ever visited this world, has tried to ‘jump my claim,’ and dispossess me; 
but I resisted him in the name of  the Lord, and he fled away. I have a 
clear title to ‘an inheritance incorruptible, undefiled, and that fadeth 
not away, reserved in heaven for me.’”

As he sat down, the audience sung:

  “There is a land of  pure delight,
     Where saints immortal reign;
  Infinite day excludes the night,
      And pleasures banish pain.”

Brother S—r said: “I feel that I am indeed in a love-feast. Here we 
are from almost every part of  the world. We have taken a little bread 
and water as tokens of  our mutual love; and we feel the love of  Christ 
flowing into our hearts, uniting us all in one bundle of  love. Brethren, 
my soul is happy.”

Brother C—r said: “At our last quarterly meeting I determined to 
live nearer to God. I feel that I have been better. I have many precious 
seasons all alone with Jesus, aboard my vessel. Four years ago, in old 
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Massachusetts, on the eleventh day of  March, God spoke peace to my 
soul. I went to church one night swearing, determined to break up the 
meeting. The devil said he would help me; but when I got to church, the 
preacher met me at the door, and said, ‘Come, Mr. C—r, walk in; here’s 
a good seat for you.’ My courage failed me, and I sat down gentle as a 
lamb. I went home praying, and fell upon my knees, and never got up 
till I found salvation. I feel it in my soul to-day, brethren. Halleluiah!”

These words then swelled in melodious strains from many a joyous 
heart:

  “By faith I view my Saviour dying,
     On the tree! On the tree!
  To every nation he is crying,
     Look to me! Look to me!
  He bids the guilty now draw near,
  Repent, believe, dismiss their fear – 
  Hark! Hark! What precious words I hear,
     Mercy’s free! Mercy’s free!

  “Did Christ, when I was sin pursuing,
     Pity me, pity me?
  And did he snatch my soul from ruin?
     Can it be, can it be?
  O, yes! He did salvation bring;
  He is my prophet, priest, and king;
  And now my happy soul can sing,
     Mercy’s free! Mercy’s free!”

Brother B—n said, “I embraced religion in Baltimore City, and 
the time which has since elapsed is the happiest period of  my life. The 
grace of  God has been sufficient for me in California. When I came to 
California, I knew but little about the doctrine of  holiness, but I have 
here learned much, and have proved the virtue of  Christ’s blood in a 
full salvation from all sin. Glory be to God! I am the Lord’s wholly, soul, 
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body, and spirit. O, that I may be ‘preserved blameless unto the coming 
of  the Lord Jesus Crist.’”

We then sung:

  “Refining fire, go through my heart;
     Illuminating my soul;
  Scatter thy life through every part,
     And sanctify the whole.

  “O, that it now from heaven might fall,
     And all my sins consume;
  Come, Holy Ghost, for thee I call;
     Spirit of  burning, come.”

Then Brother H—t arose and said: “I am not ashamed of  the Gospel 
of  Christ, for I have proved it to be the power of  God unto the salvation 
of  my soul. I embraced religion eighteen years ago in the City of  Phila-
delphia. But for religion, I believe I would now be in hell. God has been 
good to me. Religion is love.”

Then the song:
 
  “Religion is a glorious treasure,
    Diffusion of  the Saviour’s love;
  The Spirit’s comfort without measure;
     It joins our souls to those above:
  It calms our fears, it soothes our sorrows,
     It smooths our way o’er life’s rough sea:
  While endless ages are onward rolling,
     This heavenly portion ours shall be.”

Next arose Brother W—r, and said: “I have enjoyed religion for ten 
years. I have been a very unprofitable servant, but I am happy in God 
to-day. I have children in heaven; I expect to meet them there.”

And then we sung of  that happy home:
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  “A home in heaven, when our friends have fled,
  To the cheerless gloom of  the moldering dead:
  We wait in hope on the promise given;
  We will meet up there in our home in heaven.”

Brother E—s next arose and said: “I was left a little orphan boy in 
Sweden. I soon after went to sea, and was discharged from the ship at a 
Swedish port, far from home. I was without friends, and without mon-
ey, but I remembered that my mother used to tell me, that if  ever I got 
into any trouble, to pray to God, and he would direct me. So I thought 
this is a time of  trouble, and I went down to the sea-shore and prayed. I 
felt as though God heard my prayer. I rose from my knees, and walked 
along, cold and hungry, not knowing whither I went. I had gone but a 
short distance, when my attention was arrested by the sight of  some 
children going to school. I thought: ‘O, I wish I could go to school, but 
I have not father and no mother; I am a poor homeless boy, with no-
body to care for me,’ and, weeping, I went and sat down on the steps 
of  the school-house. The teacher came out and said: ‘Little boy, where 
do you live?’ ‘I don’t live anywhere,’ said I; ‘I have no home.’ ‘Where do 
your parents live?’ ‘I have none; my father and mother are both dead, 
and I have not a friend in the world.’ ‘Would you like to go to school?’ 
‘O, yes,’ I replied, ‘I would be very glad to go to school, if  I had clothes 
fit, and had anywhere to live.’ ‘What is your name?’ said he. ‘P. E—s.’ 
‘Well, Peter, you shall live with me and go to school!’ Thus, though not 
a Christian, God gave me an education in answer to prayer. I afterward 
became a sailor, and got very wicked. But soon after I came to Califor-
nia, in the early part of  1850, I heard Brother Taylor singing on the Pla-
za one Sunday afternoon, and I went up and listened to what he had to 
say. The truth took hold of  my heart, and that week God converted my 
soul. I am happy to find so many friends here in California, lovers of  
Jesus. I believe, verily, that God will fetch me through.”

And then our souls found utterance in Newton’s good old hymn:
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  “Though troubles assail, and dangers affright,
  Though friends should all fail, and foes all unite,
  Yet one thing secures us, whatever betide,
  The promise assures us, The Lord will provide.”

Next Brother H—n said: “I obtained religion in Prince Edward’s Is-
land. Religion in California has been my polar star. I do feel that I have 
an interest in Christ’s atoning blood. I thank God that on my first Sab-
bath in California I went to Church. That was a turning point with me.”

Brother W—w said: “I have buried seven children in their infancy. 
They are all safe in heaven, where I expect to meet them. I have but one 
child living, and he gives me more care than the loss of  all the rest. O 
pray that he may be converted.”

Brother S—r, from New-Jersey, said: “I have proved the blessed-
ness of  religion by an experience of  twenty-two years. I was converted 
in a love-feast, and I never attended one since without getting my soul 
blessed.”

Brother O. said he had enjoyed religion for twenty-six years, and 
intended to travel “all the length of  the celestial road.”

We then sung:
 
  “Even down to old age all my people shall prove
  My sov’reign, eternal, unchangeable love;
  And when hoary hairs shall their temples adorn,
  Like lambs they shall still in my bosom be borne.”

Brother H. B., from Baltimore City, said: “I was brought up with-
out any religious instruction. I knew nothing about religion, had never 
even heard a prayer in the family till I was twenty-eight years old. I. D., 
my partner, was a Methodist class-leader, though I did not know it, for I 
knew nothing about the Methodists. One Saturday evening my partner 
said to me: ‘Henry, if  you go on in this way you will be lost. You ought to 
pray, and go to church, and seek religion.’ Said I to him, ‘What church 
do you go to, sir?’ ‘To Caroline Street Church.’ ‘Well, sir, I’ll go to-mor-
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row,’ said I. I went, and heard Thomas Seargent preach. The truth made 
a wonderful impression on my mind. I went the next day and bought a 
Bible and Jay’s Prayers, and commenced reading and trying to reform; 
but I was completely miserable. For three days and nights I could not 
rest nor eat. I then went up to a camp-meeting, the first I ever attend-
ed. This was the sixth day of  August, 1833. That night Samuel Kepler 
preached, and invited all persons who wanted to seek religion to come 
into the altar. I immediately arose in the congregation and started in 
haste to the altar. When I got to the gate the gate-keeper said to me, 
‘We don’t want any in here but mourners.’ ‘I don’t know what you mean 
by mourners,’ said I; ‘but I want to seek salvation.’ ‘Come in, come in,’ 
said he; ‘you are the very man we want to see.’ I kneeled down and cried 
mightily to God for mercy. A man said to me, ‘Believe in the Lord Jesus 
Christ, and thou shalt be saved.’ ‘What did you say, sir?’ said I. ‘Believe 
in the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be saved.’ ‘I do believe in the 
Lord Jesus Christ,’ said I; and at that very moment I did believe and ex-
perienced the salvation of  my soul. Glory be to God. For many years I 
have enjoyed full salvation through the blood of  Jesus.”

 
  “Praise God, from whom all blessings flow,
  Praise him, all creatures here below,
  Praise him above, ye heavenly host,
  Praise Father, Son, and Holy Ghost.”

 



THE humble, but just claims of  the men of  the sea, upon the consid-
eration and sympathizing regards of  the American people, have often 
been presented and urged, and as often disregarded and rejected, until 
within the last thirty years, since which time they have been, in part, 
acknowledged and honored. The history of  the sailor, his isolation 
from domestic society and the refinements and luxuries of  home, his 
spirit of  adventure, courage, patience, toils, sufferings by starvation, 
cold, shipwreck, confinement in foreign hospitals, adventures among 
savages and cannibals, his imprisonments and slow tortures, his death 
by the violence of  war and piracy, by the violence of  the hurricane that 
sweeps the ocean, and by the more dreadful tortures of  wasting famine, 
has been written in detached fragments on every page of  the history of  
commercial nations, and especially of  our own country. Strike out the 
history of  the sailor, and American history would be what American 
commerce would be but for the presence of  the living sailor. Seamen 
are our great explorers and discoverers, and the bones and sinews of  
our commerce; and they, more than any other instrumentalities which 
can readily be employed, can hinder or assist the dissemination of  en-
lightened civilization and Christianity throughout the world.

The complaint has often been made that the influence of  the sea-
men of  Christian nations upon the heathen, was one of  the greatest 
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barriers to the successful preaching of  the Gospel to heathen nations 
the missionary has had to encounter. The principles and facts underly-
ing this complaint, of  the grounds on which it is based, will prove that 
seamen, if  Christianized themselves, will be the most efficient auxilia-
ries in spreading the Gospel in heathen lands the missionary can em-
ploy. Every enlightened, active Christian sailor is himself  a missionary 
by direct appointment of  Providence. We cannot dispense with our 
regular missionaries to heathen lands, and they ought to be multiplied 
a hundredfold. They are our foreign generals in the King’s army, but we 
need private soldiers as well. Why not enlist the sailors? Seamen are as 
necessary in moral exploration and discovery in distant lands now, as 
they have been in the past in physical exploration and discovery. They 
have many and great advantages in this work over the regular mission-
ary.

First. In regard to distance. What trouble and expense the mission-
ary endures in overcoming this difficulty; to the sailor no part of  the 
globe is remote, and his expense is just nothing.

Second. In regard to the facilities of  communication after the field 
is reached. The missionary must spend years to acquire and speak the 
language, and then his access to the people is embarrassed by numer-
ous obstructions. His themes of  conversation are new and undesirable. 
The very fact that he is a missionary, come to teach a people who con-
sider their own religion the very best in the world, excites suspicion, 
jealousy and prejudice. To overcome this difficulty, it has often been 
found advisable for the missionary to connect with his care for their 
souls the treatment of  their bodies “as the doctor.”

But the sailor gains access to their hearts at once through the chan-
nels of  their dayly thoughts and feelings, commerce, trade, self-inter-
est. They have no prejudices against the sailor, such as bar their hearts 
against the missionary. He is but a common man like one of  them-
selves, and his familiar intercourse with them enables him to pick up 
and use their colloquial language with wonderful facility.

Third. In regard to priority of  time. Preemption in new countries in-
sures a great advantage, morally as well as physically. The sailor makes 
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his mark in heathen countries a hundred years in advance of  the call 
for a missionary meeting to devise ways and means for the appoint-
ment and support of  a missionary in that distant field. When the mane 
of  God reaches his distant field, he not only finds the sailor there and 
perfectly at home, but, also, that he has been received by the natives for 
a century past as a bona fide representative of  Christianity. The heathen, 
knowing nothing of  the distinction between professing and non-pro-
fessing Christians, set down in their account every man belonging 
to Christian nations as a Christian, and fix in their minds the moral 
standard of  Christianity accordingly. When the missionary attempts 
to explain, and draw the line of  distinction between himself  and his 
illustrious predecessor, the sailor, the heathen will reply, “Your people 
are all sharp; they know what is good. If  your religion is as good as you 
say it is, why do they not all embrace it?”

These various facts might be amply proved and illustrated from the 
history of  the heathen nations of  Asia and Japan, and the islands of  the 
Pacific in general; but are they not patent to all? Even in South Amer-
ica, the familiar resort for seamen for two hundred and fifty years 
past, the American Protestant Churches have two missionaries, one in 
Buenos Ayres and one in Valparaiso, on the opposite side of  the conti-
nent. I have briefly sketched these facts to remind the American people 
again of  their obligations to the sailor, and to remind the Church of  the 
important fact, that the conversion of  seamen is of  the first moment, 
if  not absolutely necessary to the Christianization of  heathen nations.

“But,” says one, “we can more easily convert the heathen than the 
sailors.”

When Jesus wanted missionaries to bear the title of  “Sons of  thun-
der,” he selected from among the sailors of  the Sea of  Galilee, and had 
not difficulty in getting them converted. I believe he wants many such 
now, and think that if  the Church will do her part on behalf  of  sea-
men, the Saviour will have no difficulty in having them reconciled to 
God, and qualified for their work. Poor sailors! What advantages have 
they had? You have had pious parents, the restraints of  the domestic 
circle, and of  family religion, good maternal counsels, Sabbath-school 
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instructions, and preaching every Sunday since you were a little boy; 
but the mass of  seamen have none of  these. The little orphan boy was 
put aboard ship at the age of  five years, and educated in the forecas-
tle, under the tuition of  the regularly graduated tars of  the old school. 
His character bears not one molding touch of  a mother’s prayers or 
counsels, nor the refinements of  home circles. The voice of  prayer he 
never heard, except in the storm what wrecked the ship, but he heard 
the same praying ones swearing again, so soon as the storm abated. He 
never was at preaching since he was born, and the warm gushings of  
Christian sympathy never came in reach of  his heart; and yet no heart 
is more susceptible of  generous emotion, and more impressible by sin-
cere sympathy than his. Those who seek to destroy him, well know how 
to take advantage of  these facts. What class of  men so deserving, have 
been so much neglected in the past? True, government has built them 
hospitals, and the Church, bethels and homes; but much yet remains 
to be done; and the extent of  the abuse they have suffered in home and 
foreign ports, by the “landshark” fraternity, a system of  abuse familiar-
ly known in California under the title of  “Shanghaeing,” (pronounced 
Shanghiing,) has never been learned by the mass of  our people, a “mys-
tery of  iniquity,” the enormity of  which the light of  eternity can only 
reveal.

The following lecture on “Shanghaeing the sailors,” was delivered 
on the Plaza to an attentive audience, in September, 1855, and I here 
give it as nearly verbatim as I can copy it from the records of  memory. 
After making some remarks on the character and condition of  seamen, 
I said:

“Gentlemen, the system of  Shanghaeing, to which I invite atten-
tion, is almost as ancient as the commerce of  nations; but the term 
Shanghaeing is a modern, California name, the origin of  which we will 
give you in due time. I say system of  Shanghaeing, because it embraces 
a combination of  laws and forces, employed by a combination of  men 
for the accomplishment of  a specific end, namely, to reduce to a state 
of  perfect vassalage and voluntary serfdom, the millions of  men who 
‘go down into the sea in ships,’ and to gather all the fruit of  their toils. 
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The secret motto of  the system is, ‘get all the sailors’ money, honestly 
if  most convenient, but get it.’

“A single Shanghaeing fraternity (and we have twenty-three of  
them along our water front) embraces, 1. A sailor landlord, alias ‘land-
shark,’ alias ‘Shanghaer.’ 2. A drayman. 3. A ‘longshoreman.’ 4. A sail-
or lawyer. 5. A shipping-master. The sailor landlord keeps a sailor 
boarding-house, bar, etc. The longshoreman mans, with a pair of  oars, 
a Whitehall boat. The sailor lawyer prosecutes suits against captains 
and owners of  vessels, and otherwise collects seamen’s wages, damag-
es for maltreatment, etc. The shipping-master provides crews for the 
ships as they ‘clear,’ by contract with the ship-master, for five dollars 
per head. The captain of  the vessel ships none of  his men directly; they 
must all come to him through the shipping office, where the shipping 
articles are kept for signature. The whole contract for the voyage with 
the crew, is made by the shipping-master, who is to see them all aboard 
at the hour for sailing, and the captain has nothing to do with them 
till he gives the order for sailing. The advance wages are paid, not in 
money, lest the sailor should spend it, and then refuse to go to sea, but 
by a check on the shipping-office, to be paid three days after the ship 
sails. The ship-master, it will be seen, is not a party in the Shanghae-
ing business, and the shipping-master is a party from necessity rather 
than from design, as we will show, and may, nevertheless, be an honor-
able man. The lawyer may, by possibility, be an honorable man, but he 
will bear watching.

“We will now show you the practical working of  the system. A ship 
is ‘telegraphed,’ and the ‘longshoreman’ is ready with his boat. He is in 
the stream, and listening for the command, ‘Let go the anchor.’ Imme-
diately he is on deck, and perfectly delighted to meet his poor brother 
seamen from a long voyage.

“‘How are you, my good fellows? I’m glad to see you! You’ve got to 
the right port at last. The most glorious country in the world; a regu-
lar God-send for poor sailors! A crew came in last week, and left their 
ship, as they all do here, and now every man of  them is getting a hun-
dred dollars a month to stay ashore. If  you’ll all come along with me 
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and put up at our house, I have changes waiting, and you shall have 
work ashore at once, and wages that are wages.’

“Thus he decoys the entire crew. Sometimes he takes them right 
away in defiance of  the captain. On one occasion a captain ran out, 
with a small deringer in his hand, and the longshoreman said, ‘Cap-
tain, what are you going to do with that thing?’ ‘If  you interfere with 
my men,’ replied the captain, ‘I’ll put a ball through you!’ The boatman, 
pulling out one of  Colt’s large revolvers, said, ‘Here, captain, take this; 
that little thing is no account.’ Then, turning on his heel he said to the 
crew, ‘Come on, boys. Pass down your “donnage” here into my boat. 
I’ll take care of  you.’ They all went in spite of  the captain’s threats. But 
the usual method is to make an appointment with the crew to have the 
boat ‘alongside’ at a certain watch in the night. The boys all get ready at 
the hour appointed. Their faithful friend, who has promised to eman-
cipate them from the horrors of  a sailor’s life, is on hand, and bears 
them to the wharf. The drayman is waiting on the wharf  with his dray, 
on which their ‘donnage’ is transferred from the boat, and now all 
hands march up together to the ‘home.’ The landlord meets them with 
a hearty ‘shake hands.’ ‘Welcome to my house, my good fellows! You’ve 
had a hard time of  it, I know. I am prepared to sympathize with you, 
for I am a regular old salt myself. I’m glad you’ve come to this glorious 
country! Walk in! Walk in! And make yourselves at home. Everything 
in this world you want you shall have while you stay with me.’

“Now all hands must ‘treat.’ The landlord treats, the longshoreman 
treats, the drayman and each sailor treats, and by this time the whole 
crew is drunk, unless, perchance, there may be one who has ‘signed the 
pledge.’ The longshoreman and drayman now demand their money, 
which the landlord pays – ten dollars a head for decoying and bringing 
ashore, and five dollars per head to the drayman – and charges to the 
sailors’ account; and all the drinks, real and imaginary, are also set to 
their account.

“The lawyer now comes in, and, through the landlord, gets all their 
claims against the ship, which he collects, either by a compromise or 
a suit at law, as may best suit the convenience of  the captain, half  of  
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which he keeps for his trouble, and pays the other half  over to the land-
lord on behalf  of  the sailors.

“Next comes the shipping-master, who says, ‘I want twenty men 
for the ship Water Witch, by five o’clock this afternoon.’ ‘Very good,’ 
says the landlord, ‘you shall have them.’ And often the very crew that 
came in the morning, are shipped before they recover from the first 
‘drunk.’ When they wake up from their golden dreams, they find them-
selves at sea, in a strange ship, minus their ‘back’ and ‘advance wages,’ 
and most of  their clothing. A part of  their clothing they find in their 
chests, and a bottle of  whisky to keep to sober on, and to remember 
their friend, the landlord, by.

“When the sailor’s bill at the boarding-house runs up to cover the 
‘advance,’ the landlord says to him, ‘Jack, you must ship.’ ‘I won’t do it,’ 
says Jack. ‘You shall do it; you owe me a hundred dollars, and you must 
either pay it to-day, or go to sea in the ship Challenge.’ ‘O, I don’t want to 
go to sea yet,’ says Jack. ‘O, well, never mind,’ says the landlord, ‘you’re 
a clever fellow, and you may stay at my house as long as you please, and 
pay me when you get ready. Come, let’s take a drink.’ Jack, very glad to 
be on so good terms with the landlord, walks up to the bar, and drinks 
to the health of  his master. In ten minutes he is as insensible as a log. 
When he recovers from his mysterious sleep, he is out of  sight of  land. 
He is awaked by the stern command, ‘Wake up here, and go to work.’ 
The poor fellow, rubbing his eyes, inquires, ‘What ship is this? Whith-
er bound?’ ‘To Hong Kong.’ ‘How did I get here?’ ‘Why, you shipped, 
sir,’ says the master. ‘I never shipped in this ship.’ ‘Yes, you did, sir, and 
you must go to work without any more grumbling,’ replies the captain 
sternly. ‘I want to see the articles,’ says the sailor. ‘Well, sir, here they 
are; what is your name?’ says the captain. ‘My name is John Waters.’ 
‘There it is written on the articles in two places, once by the landlord, 
and once by the shipping-master.’ ‘I never signed those articles,’ replies 
John. ‘No,’ replies the captain, ‘you were too drunk to write your name, 
but there’s your mark.’ John puts his hand on his head and studies a 
moment, and says: ‘I want my advance before I go to work. How much 
was I to get?’ ‘One hundred and twenty-five dollars for the run, paid in 
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advance,’ replies the captain. ‘And here’s your account from the ship-
ping office; your bill with the boarding master took one hundred dol-
lars, leaving twenty-five dollars, which he handed to me to give to you 
when you got sober.’

“John takes the twenty-five dollars and goes to work. But you ask, 
‘What did the landshark give to the sailor to take away his senses so 
suddenly?’ It was a compound of  whisky, brandy, gin, and opium, 
which, if  a man drinks, he sinks into the Lethean stream for a dozen of  
hours. In days past, when seamen were scarce in this port, very many 
landsmen, as well as seamen, were thus drugged and shipped. On one 
occasion a shoemaker stepped to the bar to take a ‘drap,’ and waked 
up the next day at sea, and did not get back to his business for nine 
months. A brick-mason, as I was credibly informed, was thus shipped 
in the ship Hurricane. Again, a drayman left his dray in the street, and 
went in to take a ‘nip,’ and saw his dray no more. I was told that a Span-
iard, with his long spurs on, was thus shipped on the clipper Contest, 
Captain Brewster. It happened, however, that they had not given him 
quite enough, and by the time they got him aboard, he recovered and 
‘showed fight,’ whereupon the shark knocked him down. But Captain 
Brewster, a humane gentleman, would not suffer such cruelty aboard 
his ship, nor take the Spaniard against his will. So the long-spurred 
‘hombre’ vamosed.

“A man boasted that, having stabbed a fellow, he had escaped a 
term in the state prison by drugging and shipping his victim before 
the trial came on. How many homeward-bound miners have been thus 
drugged, and robbed, and shipped, eternity will reveal.

“Again, there are some men in California who will not drink rum, 
and the Shanghaer cannot dispense with the services of  such, and the 
question is, How will he get hold of  them? Well, sirs, they have what is 
called the ‘Shanghae cigar,’ which is thoroughly impregnated with opi-
um and other poisons. The smoking of  one is equal to a dose of  chlo-
roform, with more lasting effects. I will illustrate the practical impor-
tance of  this cigar by a single case.

“A landlord, lacking a man to make up a crew, met a German glazier 
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on Long Wharf, with a pack of  glass on his back, and said to him: ‘Hie, 
my good fellow, don’t you want a job?’ ‘Yes, sir.’ ‘I want you,’ said the 
shark, ‘to put some glass in the stern of  that ship,’ pointing to a ship 
in the stream. ‘Jump into my boat here, and I’ll take you aboard.’ So off 
they went. As the German sat in the stern of  the boat, much pleased 
with the prospect of  a good job, the shark said to him, ‘Will you have 
a cigar, sir?’ ‘Yes.’ So the glazier sat and puffed away, as he used to do 
in his ‘Fader-land,’ but before they reached the ship he tumbled over 
in the bottom of  the boat. The shark threw his pack of  glass into the 
bay, and running ‘alongside’ hailed, ‘On deck there, lower away and 
haul up this man.’ A rope was lashed round him, and he was hauled up. 
The shark ran into the captain’s office, saying, ‘Captain, I’ve got you 
a first-rate sailor here. He’s a little boozy to-day, but he’ll be all right 
by to-morrow,’ and got his advance. The poor German waked up at sea 
with a longer job than he had engaged for, and the worst of  the busi-
ness is, he must not only work for nothing, but be kicked and cuffed 
through the whole voyage for having the presumption to impose him-
self  on the ship as an ‘able seaman,’ when he knew nothing about the 
business. These are the principal modes of  ‘drugging,’ but they employ 
various other modes of  ‘Shanghaeing,’ so that it is almost impossible 
for a man in any kind of  communication with them to escape.

“A sailor, who was well acquainted with their ‘arts,’ boasted that 
they could not Shanghae him. One day, a landlord said to him, ‘Tom, 
the clipper ship – has made up her crew, and is ready for sea; I am just 
now going to see her off. There are some of  your acquaintances aboard, 
Bill Evans and Jim Jacobs; wouldn’t you like to go aboard with me and 
see them before they leave? We’ll be back in a few minutes.’ ‘Yes,’ re-
plied Tom, ‘I would like to see the boys. I have business with Bill.’ ‘Very 
well, jump into my boat.’ So off they pulled. On deck, Tom ran into the 
forecastle so see the boys, and the shark ran into the captain’s office, 
saying, ‘Captain, I have brought you a splendid seaman, the best man 
in port; and that makes up the complement. Here’s his name on the 
articles.’ So he delivers the papers to the captain and leaves. In a few 
minutes Tom came on deck to go ashore, and lo! The boat was gone. 
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He had nothing to do but to obey orders and go to work. Thus to drown 
men’s souls in rum, to poison, enervate, and destroy their bodies, and 
rob them of  all their hard earnings, and leave their widowed mothers, 
wives, and children, who are dependent upon them, to beg or starve, 
is perfect sport for the ‘landshark.’ The great man-eater of  the deep is 
satisfied to get the stray carcass of  a sailor occasionally, but these dry 
land monsters must have soul, body, and estate of  all the sailors, if  pos-
sible. You ask, ‘Why do not the sufferers have the fellows arrested, and 
brought to justice?’ Because, 1. A man neither likes to confess that he 
was drunk, nor that he was so silly as to be duped and drugged. 2. He 
lost his senses so suddenly, and has been absent on his voyage so long, 
that he cannot think of  one witness by which he can prove anything. 3. 
The whole fraternity is so powerful that the peril of  an attack is more to 
be dreaded than a Shanghaeing.

“Arrests, however, have been frequently made here, as you are all 
aware, and sometimes justice is, in part, dealt out to them, but it is very 
hard to get evidence to convict them. You say again, ‘Surely these Cal-
ifornia landsharks must be the worst in the world?’ I know not, but I 
have heard of  some very bad ones in all our large ports. Captain E. told 
me but a few days since, of  the mate of  an English ship which came 
to New-Orleans, who was drugged, and the next day found himself  
at sea in a strange American ship, shipped as a common sailor before 
the mast. Another case he gave of  a man who was put aboard, it was 
supposed, ‘dead drunk,’ and his ‘advance wages’ drawn, but the next 
morning, when the captain tried to take his man up, he found that he 
was dead, and had been so for a day or two. But you inquire again, ‘Why 
do the sailors put themselves into the power of  these fellows, and allow 
themselves to be so imposed upon?’

“By the attractive power, on the sailor, of  false sympathy, promis-
es of  money-making, liquor, and old acquaintanceships, bad women, 
etc., he is induced to desert his ship, and go to the house of  his dear 
friend, the sailor landlord. According to law, as a deserter he can be ar-
rested, and sent back to his ship, and made to perform the rest of  the 
voyage for which he shipped without wages. So there the landlord ‘gets 
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him.’ ‘None of  your cutting up about me. I’ll tell your master where you 
are, and have you back on that ship before you can say “Jack Robinson.”’ 
The crest-fallen sailor ‘gives in,’ and is as humble as a whipped dog. 
Again, the landlord says to the shipping-master, ‘You must ship your 
men from our houses. If  you don’t, we won’t let you have a man when 
you want them. And you are to give us no trouble about those bills 
against the sailors.’ The shipping-master is dependent, and must work 
into the hands of  the ‘sharks,’ or be cut out of  business. Now, then, if   
a decent sailor has independence of  character enough to resist all the 
other snares, and selects a good boarding-house, when he goes to the 
shipping-office to ship, the shipping-master says to him, ‘Where do 
you board, sir?’ ‘Up town, sir, at Widow–’s.’ ‘We don’t need men now; 
you can leave, sir,’ says the shipping-master.

“The poor fellows cannot ship except through the shipping-of-
fice; and they won’t have him there because he don’t board in the right 
place. Now there are exceptions to the rules of  the trade we have exhib-
ited, and there are among boarding-masters some pretty decent men; 
but we have here revealed, we believe, truthfully, as the result of  long 
personal observation, and good authority, the general workings of  the 
system of  Shanghaeing.

“This system, the same in principle in all large ports, varies in 
its practical operations according to local circumstances. The term 
Shanghaeing is, as we remarked in the commencement, of  Californian 
origin, and was introduced this way:

“A few years ago, as many of  you remember, it was very difficult to 
make up a crew in this port, especially for any place from which they 
could not get a ready passage back to this land of  gold. Crews could be 
made up for Oregon, Washington Territory, the Islands, and the ports 
of  South America; for from any of  these places they could readily re-
turn. Even from Canton, they could stand a pretty good chance of  a di-
rect ‘run’ back; but from ‘Shanghae, in China,’ there were seldom ever 
any ships returning to California. To get back, therefore, from Shang-
hae, they must make the voyage round the world. That was getting quite 
too far away from the ‘placers’ of  our mountains. Hence to get ‘crews’ 
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for Shanghae, except enough of  ‘Lascars’ to get the ship to sea, they de-
pended, almost exclusively, on drugging the men. Crews for Shanghae 
were, therefore, said to be ‘Shanghaed;’ and the term came into general 
use, to represent this whole system of  drugging, extortion, and cruelty.

“Now in the light of  all these facts, especially the desertion of  all 
the crews immediately on the arrival of  the vessels, you may see how 
difficult it is for a seamen’s chaplain to gain an extensive influence over 
the mass of  seamen in this city. In any other port, the preacher can 
board the vessels as they arrive; make the acquaintance of  the whole 
crew, master and men; invite them to his house, and to his Bethel; and 
thus gain an influence over them for good. But here, when we board a 
ship, we find none who came in her but the captain; and though he, as 
a gentleman, will treat you kindly, still he is mad, and complaining of  
the landlords, and lawyers, and sailors, and the port; and you cannot 
get in the neighborhood of  his heart, with any kind of  California moral 
influence. He don’t believe there is anything good about it.

“The seamen have gone under the dominion of  the Shanghaeing 
fraternity, and cannot be reached, only as we ‘take them on the wing,’ 
by preaching in the streets. In this way, through the mercy of  the Lord, 
we have seen many of  them brought to God, and happily converted; 
and we have, under all these discouragements, maintained a self-sus-
taining Bethel for seamen, in this port, for four years.

“In conclusion, the question arises, ‘What can be done to remedy 
these evils?’

“First. We want a good ‘Seaman’s Home,’ under the direction of  a 
good board of  trustees. Such an institution not only provides for the 
shipwrecked and destitute mariner, but furnishes a good ‘home’ for all 
well-disposed seamen, where they can enjoy the elevating influences 
of  good social society, bow at the family altar every night and morn-
ing, and be amply protected against the sharks. A good home, properly 
conducted, will so compete with the common sailor boarding-houses, 
as to hold in check their diabolic plans and purposes, and cause them 
to imitate the ‘Home,’ in order to retain custom. In short, it works an 
outward reforming among the ‘sharks,’ and insures pretty good treat-
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ment to sailors generally. The ‘Home’ is the place where shippers and 
captains of  vessels, who do not wish to risk their ships and cargoes in 
the hands of  drunken crews, can always go for sober, reliable, ‘able 
seamen,’ to man their ships; and there a pious shipping-master can 
successfully compete with such as would work into the hands of  the 
sharks. Such an institution I have tried hard to establish in this port; 
but, owing to an extraordinary train of  reverses which, during the year 
past, have befallen our city, my plans have been frustrated, greatly to 
my sorrow.1

“Second. We want, in my opinion, a reform in the shipping laws, 
and practices, in regard to advance wages. The ‘advance’ was designed, 
no doubt, to work for the sailor’s benefit by giving him, if  poor, the 
means of  supplying himself  with clothing for the voyage. But, receiv-
ing his advance in the form of  a check on the shipping office, as we 
have shown, to be paid after he has gone to sea, lest he should use the 
money and refuse to go, he is obliged to go to somebody who will trust 
him to get his check discounted. He generally has no friend who has 
money but his dear friend, the landshark, who takes the check, and, if  
he gives him any money at all, it is the remnant left after an extortion-
ary discount has been taken off the face of  the check. In most cases, I 
should say, the advance is a dead loss to the sailor, and, in very many 
cases, a serious injury; for he often has to take it all out in bad whisky. 
If  the advance wages were cut off, it would be necessary for shippers 
and captains of  vessels to lay in a little store of  clothing for the crew, to 
meet emergencies at sea, and also to see that their families were pro-
vided for, so far as they might suffer by the want of  the advance. Then, 
if  necessary to have shipping-offices and shipping-masters, as now, let 
also a copy of  the articles be kept aboard in the captain’s office, so that 
good seamen can go directly to the master of  the ship and engage to 
sail with him, just as any other class of  men do in their respective de-
partments of  business. Why should every honest seamen be subjected 
to the suspicious routine of  the present system?

“Third. Let landsmen, and especially Christians, male and female, 
extend the hand of  friendship to men of  the sea, and manifest true 
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Christian sympathy toward them. Let them labor as diligently for their 
physical improvement and the salvation of  their souls as do the land-
sharks for their ruin. Much patience will be required for this work; for 
the sailor, so often wronged ashore, is very suspicious.

“An old ‘tar’ said once, ‘There’s a merchant who respects the Bi-
ble. The Bible says, take the strangers in. That’s the commandment he 
keeps; for he took me in on a pea jacket.’ The poor stranger from the sea 
has been ‘taken in’ so often ashore, that he, with too much truth, utters 
the complaint of  exiled David: ‘I looked on my right hand, but refuge 
failed me; no man would know me, no man cared for my soul.’

“We want good bethels for seamen; but we want more especially an 
earnest, patient manifestation of  personal Christian sympathy shown to 
all seamen while in port. Convince a sailor that you are his true friend, 
and he is the most confiding, teachable man in the world. You can, by 
the grace of  God, lead him to the cross of  Jesus, and then to heaven.”

At the close of  the address I sung the “Dying Sailor’s Lament:”

 “The frown of  the night-storm had scarcely blown by,
     And the ocean was still in its roar;
 The wind had not ceased from disturbing the sky,
     When I ventured to walk on the shore.

 “I look’d on the sea, and a wreck had been toss’d
     On the breakers that roll’d from beneath,
 And bodies, still throbbing, were wash’d on the coast,
     And lay group’d in the stillness of  death.

 “I sought, from among the pale corpses around,
     For some symptoms of  life, but in vain;
 When I heard, in the distance, an indistinct sound
     Of  a voice, that seem’d utter’d in pain:

 “‘Farewell, giddy world,’ it exclaim’d, with a sigh,
     ‘Disregarded and slighted by thee;
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 For my country I’ve fought, for my country I die,
     Buy my country has cared not for me.
 
 “‘For thee, native land, my life I have spent,
     And have spill’d my heart’s blood in thy wars,
 And yet, though your missions so far have been sent,
     You’ve neglected the souls of  your tars.

 ‘“We were left on the brink of  destruction to sleep,
     And no voice hath aroused us away;
 No arm was extended to collect the poor sheep
     That had wander’d so sadly astray.

 “‘And now I must go to the doom that I dread,
     Through ages that ever must roll,
 With a life of  iniquity heap’d on my head,
     Yet there’s “no man hath cared for my soul.”

 “He ceased, and I sought him among the pale dead,
     While he yet had the hour to repent,
 When a heart-rending groan, that yet thrills through my head,
     Was the close of  his hopeless lament.

 “On the cold shore extended I found him at last,
     But his spirit had ceased to be there;
 His brow was still frowning, his hands were still clasp’d,
    And he look’d the mute form of  despair.”
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Endnotes
1 A society has been recently organized in this city, for the purpose of  estab-

lishing a good Seaman’s Home in this port. I sincerely hope they will succeed 
beyond their most sanguine expectations. September 25, 1856.



THERE are many objects and places of  attraction in California. Indeed, 
it is altogether a very attractive country, as its population of  three hun-
dred thousand, attracted from all parts of  the world in the pace of  eight 
years, will clearly prove. There is a charm in its climate, its scenery, bays, 
rivers, valleys, mountains, and ocean; its varieties of  production, min-
eral and vegetable, and its game, fowl, fish, elk, deer, grizzly bears, etc. 
The great magnet is its rich deposits of  virgin gold in banks that never 
fail, and on which every man may draw. Only make a run on them, and 
get them into liquidation, and they will pay all the better. But the great-
est local attraction, of  the heterogeneous masses here attracted, is the 
post-office. Thousands of  men here, who never were absent from their 
wives and children a week at any one time, till they started for Califor-
nia; thousands of  young men, who scarcely were ever out of  sight of  
the smoke of  their mothers’ chimneys till they bade good-by to “the 
old folks at home,” to try their fortunes in the land of  gold; hundreds of  
young lovers, bound by sleepless affection and plighted faith to virgins 
beautiful and lovely, to whom they would certainly return in two years, 
which was all the time any decent man could ask to make a fortune in 
California. Six months would probably realize all their hopes, but to be 
certain of  no disappointment to the fair ones, the time was set for two 
years. How desolate the hearts of  these different classes of  men, in the 
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POST-OFFICE IN 1850
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absence of  all those objects of  home attraction and affection, in this 
vast social Sahara. The only substitutes for them were the little drops 
and glimpses of  social life and light obtained through the post-office. A 
view of  the office at San Francisco, with which I have been familiar for 
more than seven years, will describe, in the main, all the post-offices of  
this coast. At first they had “two windows of  delivery.” One was for the 
“navy and army, the French, Spanish, Chinese, clergy, and the ladies.” 
All the rest of  mankind in California were waited on at the other win-
dow, provided they had time and patience to take their turn, and work 
their passage to it. Every man had to wait his turn, as the country mill 
boys used to do. The line of  anxious faces, single file, was, on the arrival 
of  every mail, from one to three hundred yards long. To travel from the 
rear end to the long-desired “window” was a work of  from one to five 
hours. This long line hardly ever began to shorten for half  a day after 
it was formed. Its slow travelers, never in such a hurry before, making 
from one to two steps in their journey every minute, were entertained 
and fed, or bored by the newsboys, fruit boys, pop corn boys, and candy 
boys. The boys, who have so hard work to keep up with our fast men, 
or get a hearing in the streets, seem always to feel that they have a 
rare advantage over the men of  the line, and improve it to the best of  
their skill. The slow travelers are weary, hungry, have calls of  pressing 
importance, and their time more valuable than gold, but they must 
not break rank, or they will lose their turn, and have to begin again. 
Men sometimes bought a chance near the window for five dollars, and 
got their letters without much delay, while the speculators in chances 
went back and commenced anew. To look at the anxious countenanc-
es of  men at the windows was painfully interesting. One man gets a 
letter, and immediately breaks it open, expecting “news from home,” 
but, lo! It is a letter of  introduction from some man he never saw, who 
has “taken the liberty of  referring a particular friend” to him for infor-
mation, and the “particular friend not meeting with him so soon as he 
expected, dropped the letter into the post-office.” He tears up his only 
letter, and hopes never to be introduced to that “particular friend.” An-
other is waiting in great suspense, but the postmaster says: “Nothing 
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for you, sir.”
“Please, sir, look again,” says the expectant.
“Nothing for you, sir.”
Turning away, he says: “I came round Cape Horn, and they were to 

commence writing after I had been out a month, and now it is eight 
months, and I haven’t got a letter.”

The next one gets a letter, and breaking it open, as he turns away, 
you see him trembling till black with agonized emotion. You at once 
know that some dread bolt from that letter, but little less powerful than 
a thunder-bolt, has struck him. You see no tears, for they seem to be 
frozen up in their fountains. The only utterance you hear from his lips, 
broken and involuntary, as he retires from the crowd, is: “O, my God, 
she is dead!”

The next man awaits his portion with trembling. He gets a letter, 
pays forty cents postage on it, and breaks it to get the news from home. 
“Pshaw!” says he, “I think a fellow writing to know whether he had bet-
ter come to California, might pay the postage on his letter. I shall write 
him to stay at home.”

Another standing at the window says: “I have not received a letter 
for six months, and I expect it will be just so this time.”

“Perhaps,” said I, “you do not write to your friends?”
“Yes, I do,” said he, “but I can get no answer.”
“Nothing for you,” says the post clerk to him, and he turns away 

with a sigh.
A man takes out a letter, and reads, and presses it to his lips, and 

reads on, and kisses it again and again. His tears break through a 
“windrow” of  smiles on his face. It is from his dear wife; and John, and 
Mary, and Lizzie have all added a postscript.

“In the course of  human events,” the post-office was moved down 
to the “Portsmouth House,” on the west side of  the Plaza. There, with 
a great increase of  room, the windows were multiplied. The navy and 
army had a place to themselves. The French, Spanish, and Chinese had 
their window, while the ladies and clergy still kept company to the 
same window. The great undistinguished masses were divided into 
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classes by the letters of  the alphabet.
All whose names commenced with a letter included between A and 

D fell into the A and D line. Another class for the window of  E and H; 
and so on through the alphabet. This was quite an improvement on the 
old system. By and by we had “boxes,” in which the letters could be seen 
from the outside. “Box rent” was quite an “item,” but that was nothing 
to a man anxious to get “letters from home.” Then, again, we had boxes 
with doors opening on the outside, and the renter of  the box carried 
the key, so that he could open it whenever he pleased. Still a great many 
have to take turn in the line, and all the improvements in the office 
could not supply the disappointed with any equivalent for the expected 
“letters from home” they did not receive, nor extract the death-shocks 
from those which bore the “black seal.” An anxious man, who had taken 
his turn in the line, expecting a letter from his wife, received a letter, 
but O misery! It was from a crazy woman, who had fallen in love with 
some man, and had written to this expectant friend to send her dear 
Mr. ---- to her, or she “certainly would die and be lost forever.” A poor 
lover, who has had ”bad luck,” and has not been able to return at the 
time appointed, is waiting at the “window” in great suspense. He hopes 
to get a letter from his dear S., telling him that she loves him still, and 
will wait till he can “make a raise,” or have him without the “raise.” He 
receives a letter from a friend, informing him, that, “Alas! Alas! His 
S. is married!” Poor fellow, he feels that what little is left of  himself  is 
hardly worth saving, and hence throws himself  away.

A true-hearted girl did write to her lover to the last, and when her 
lover’s trunks were sold at public auction to pay his funeral expenses, 
these letters, too sacred for such an exposure, nevertheless bore testi-
mony to her unwavering affection. “They were letters from home,” and 
they soothed a dying man.

Again to the window. Another poor fellow, as he turns away in deep 
disappointment, says: “I have not received a letter from my family for 
two years. Thinking it might be the fault of  the Mountain Express men, 
I have come down here, three hundred miles, and have spent one hun-
dred and fifty dollars to try to get one letter from home, and I can’t get 
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it. I’ll just quit writing! It’s no use!”
The next man gets a letter; breaks it, reads and laughs. Reads and 

laughs again, seemingly unconscious that anybody sees him; except, 
indeed, he imagines himself  really in the presence of  those with whom 
his soul is evidently conversing.

Nathan Withers, a seaman, who had not received a letter from his 
family in Scotland for seven years, wrote them to address their letters 
to my care. In due time, the long silence was broken, the letter came; and 
the old tar, unused to weeping, wept for gladness, as he read, from the 
hand of  his wife, about his children that had grown up in his absence. 
They had received his letters, and money for their support regularly, 
and had written him; but, in his frequent changes, he had not received 
a letter for seven years. The post-office has usually been closed on the 
Sabbath in San Francisco, from the first, except when the mails arrive 
on Saturday night, too late for distribution. On one of  these occasions, 
the “general delivery” was opened at the hour I was by appointment to 
preach on the Plaza, in the immediate vicinity where the lines formed 
and passed. As I was about to commence the announcement of  my 
“news from a far country,” a man came up in a hurry, and said to me, “Is 
this the line to the A and D window?” “I don’t know, sir,” I replied. “I am 
about forming a line, sir, to travel to the kingdom of  heaven. I shall be 
very glad to have you fall into our line, sir, and go with us.” “I don’t wish 
to go there yet, sir,” said he; “I want my letters from home.”
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I n 1848, William Taylor, one of  Methodism’s foremost pioneers 
in 19th century missions work, was called to California. He 
settled in the burgeoning metropolis of  San Francisco and 

quickly became a prolific open-air preacher, church planter and 
reformer in the “land of  gold and crime.”

In this magnificent account, Taylor’s unvarnished, vibrant, and 
immediate first-hand narrative chronicles the throes of  a global city 
in its formative years.

Feigning eloquence for directness, Taylor’s tour through “the streets 
and lanes,” and “highways and hedges” brims with local flavor while 
his sketches and vignettes detail the old west just as it was; filled 
with a wild, newfound freedom yet deeply in need of  the gospel’s 
reforming influence.

Amid the fires, duels, steamship disasters and gold rush, his stalwart 
influence shows us at once the power of  a preacher keenly in tune 
with the needs of  his people and the rousing power inherent in God’s 
word.

Seven Years’ stands mightily as one of  Americana’s most galvanizing 
religious literary timepieces, and now, in this new edition, it is 
available for a new generation of  readers.  

a publication of

W illiam Taylor (1821-1902) was a trailblazing American 
Methodist Episcopal missionary, author, bishop and 
global evangelist. His early career is synonymous with 

California. Often compared to St. Paul, Taylor traveled far and 
wide, pioneering innovative approaches to missions for nearly half  
a century in places such as Australia, the Congo and South Africa. 
The self-sufficiency of  churches in the field was his top priority. He 
emphasized a “locally financed” church model that relied on local 
economies instead of  overseas support; a methodology still used 
today. 

There was a constant stream 
of emigration flowing in 

through our “golden gate” 
from every part of the world.
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