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California’s Golden Road to Riches:
Natural Resources and

Regional Capitalism, 1848-1940

Richard A. Walker

Department of Geography, University of California, Berkeley

California presents an important case of regional capitalism grounded in the wealth of nature. It belies the received
wisdom that natural resource extraction is an anachronistic and inferior road to economic development. Prior to
World War I, California’s economy rested squarely on minerals, agriculture, timber, and fisheries, yet this was con-
sonant with high income, capital accumulation, development of manufacturing, and a high rate of technical inno-
vation. Indeed, the latter were crucial to an extraordinarily rapid rate of discovery and plunder of resources for over
a century. With due regard to the gifts of nature, the secret of California’s success is to be found in its social relations
of production, especially open property rights and a syncretic class system, rapid capital accumulation, and a re-
doubtable state based firmly on the capitalist society that crafted it. Key Words: natural resources, California, regions,

economic development, industrialization, capitalism.

atural resource exploitation has been central to
the story of capiralist development. Many of
the richest countries in the world~—such as the
United States, Norway, and Australia—have followed
resource-intensive paths, and some of the fastest-grow-
ing nations of recent years, such as Brazil and Indonesia,
rely heavily on the plunder of nature. Yet, as Paul David
and Gavin Wright (1997, 203) observe, “Resource de-
velopment is a neglected topic in economic history.” For
economists, modernization is a long march out of pri-
mary extraction through manufacturing into high-tech
futures, where today’s research is concentrated (cf.
Wright 1990). Geographers ought to be less prone to
such thinking, given the centrality of nature-society re-
lations to the discipline. Yet economic geographers have
distanced themselves from theories of location, trade,
and development that give priority to resource endow-
ments. Years ago, the field broke with natural determina-
tion to emphasize the endogenous dynamics of city sys-
tems, industrial districts, and advanced regions. Despite
complaints that this has meant neglect of the rural and
agrarian, the bias toward the urban and industrial con-
tinues (FizSimmons 1986; Page 1996).
Urban-environmental geographers have done better.
William Cronon .{1991) put the political economy of
natural resources back on the map in dramatic fashion.
In his magnificent panorama, Chicago serves as the vor-
tex of regional commodity circulation, profiting off the
flux of wheat, lumber, and meat out of the countryside.
Similarly, in a devastating portrait of San Francisco,
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Gray Brechin (1999) takes mining as the foundation of
urban wealth and the plunder of nature as the city’s
modus vivendi. Yet neither author takes economic analy-
sis very far. They do not reveal the long-term basis for de-
velopment once the plunder is over, why nature makes
some places rich and others poor, or what makes resource
regions distinctive.

California is a compelling case of resource-led devel-
opment. Its expansion to the present trillion-dollar
economy was jump-started by a gold rush, maintained
by a succession of silver and oil strikes, and sustained by
long-term extractions from farm, fishery, and forest. Not
until the middle of the twentieth century did the balance
shift away from land-based activities. Today, the region
stands at the leading edge of the global industrial, scien-
tific, and information economy. If the world’s high-tech
capital and one of the richest spots on earth followed a
resource-intensive road, then perhaps the contribution
of nature to economic growth is a topic worthy of serious
consideration—even if never mentioned by the preemi-
nent geographets of modern California (e.g., Soja 1989;
Scott 1993; Saxenian 1994).

Why was California such an astonishing success!
Plundered it was but it grew fabulously for all that. The
ability to turn dross into gold is surely related to the na-
ture of capitalism, installed virtually overnight. In Carey
McWilliams's ([1949] 1976, 25) striking image, “. . . the
lights went on all at once, in a blaze, and they have never
been dimmed.” Yet the failure of the capitalist juggernaut
to bring prosperity to every place it touches shows that
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