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ANTI-CORRUPTION  
CRUSADE OR “BUSINESSMAN’S 
REVOLUTION”? — 
An Inquiry into the 1856 Vigilance Committee

B Y  D O N  WA R N E R *

Introduction

In a work published during the year 2000, the noted California histo-
rian Doyce B. Nunis stated that “a judicious history” of the 1856 San 

Francisco Vigilance Committee “has yet to be written.” 1 He had written 
the same in 1971.2 It would appear that no one has publicly disagreed with 
Professor Nunis’s opinion in the ensuing forty years. 

This article is, by necessity, not a complete history of the Vigilance 
Committee. It will, however, examine in a judicious manner the facts per-
taining to one central question concerning the Committee’s existence and 
operations. That question is whether the Committee’s actions conformed 
to the ostensible reason for which it was formed: to protect the citizens of 
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1  Doyce B. Nunis, Jr., ed., Another View of the San Francisco 1856 Vigi-
lance Committee: Robert George Byxbee’s Letter to His Sister, June 1856 (Los 
Angeles: Zamorano Club [“Keepsake”], (2000), 5. 
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(Los Angeles: Los Angeles Westerners, 1971), 9 [hereinafter “Three Views”].
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San Francisco from a situation in which crime was rampant, and murder-
ers were systematically going unpunished.

The methodology for this examination will be to use existing primary 
source material, produced by the Committee itself, to describe the Com-
mittee’s actions as they pertain to the question of whether they served its 
ostensible purpose.

This is an important task because the Second, or Great, San Fran-
cisco Vigilance Committee, which controlled the city during the months 
of May through August 1856, was a major event in the early history of 
 California. It can claim several superlatives. Although not the most deadly 
of the state’s insurrections, it was the best organized, the longest-lived, and 
the most successful in its resistance to the established governments of the 
day. It was, and remains, the most controversial.3

The controversy is not about whether what the Committee did was 
an insurrection. All would agree — the Committee itself and those who 
opposed it, called the “Law-and-Order Party,” and its defenders and de-
tractors in the years since — that it was an insurrection, an open rebellion 
against an established government.4 They differ, however, on whether the 
Committee’s actions were justified under the circumstances. 

It is necessary to disambiguate the term “justified” because there are 
several possible meanings. Actions may be justified legally, politically, or 
morally. The Committee’s actions in deliberately hanging four men can-
not be legally justified, under the criminal statutes in effect in California 
at that time.5 Those actions may be justified politically, however, as acts 

3  It has also been the subject of a mountain of historical writing. In that vein, 
please note that this article is not a historiography of the Committee. That was done, 
well, in Professor Nunis’s 1971 introduction to Three Views, and updated through 1985 
in Robert Senkewicz, Vigilantes in Gold Rush San Francisco (Stanford: Stan-
ford University Press, 1985), 203–31. No additional history of the Committee has ap-
peared since then.

4  Webster’s Encyclopedic Unabridged Dictionary (1989), 738.
5  Stats. 1850, Ch. 99. Sec. 13: “Murder is the unlawful killing of a human being 

with malice aforethought, either express or implied.” Sec. 14: “Malice is that deliberate 
intention unlawfully to take away the life of a fellow creature, which is manifested by 
external circumstances capable of proof.” Sec. 29: “Justifiable homicide is the killing 
of a human being in necessary self-defense, or in defense of habitation, property, or 
person, against one who manifestly intends or endeavors, by violence or surprise, to 
commit a felony.”
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(top) “F o r t  V i g i l a n c e , 
sounding of the alarm bell, and a general rush to arms. shortly after the 

alarm, four thousand bayonets bristled through the streets, heavy canons 
were rushed forward and planted in front of the law and order armories, 

to enforce their surrender.”
(bottom) “ S u r r e n d e r  o f  t h e  L aw  a n d  O r d e r  F o r c e s . 

their arms, ammunition, and accoutrements, at the california exchange, 
(old post office.) at this place the men under command of col. west, 
surrendered to the vigilance committee, and were marched to fort 

vigilance and detained as prisoners.”
California Letter Sheets 1850–1871. Huntington Library, folder #112, UID: 48771.




