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Eleven-year-old Elizabeth “Littlebeth” 
Morgan would rather race the boys, chase 
skunks, and read about bandits than act 
like a lady. When she whacks the head off  
a rattlesnake, her parents decide it’s the 
last straw. They send her to live with her 
maiden aunt Sally in San Francisco to be 
tamed and refined. 

The city proves to be anything but 
tame. Littlebeth wakes one morning to the 
crashing chaos of  a massive earthquake 
and finds herself  surrounded by wreckage. 
Then a fire breaks out and tears across the 
city. Now she must depend on her instincts 
and a few unlikely friends to find her way 
to safety. But does she have the spirit to 
survive in a city that’s broken and burning?

About Cindy Rankin 
Cindy Rankin earned her BA from 
Sacramento State University. She has 
worked as a writer, editor, and teacher. She 
lives in California.
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I researched and wrote a history column 
for our local newspaper two decades ago. 
Several fascinating items from our region’s 
past inspired me to create a short story 
set in my hometown back in the early 
1900s. My strong-willed, very confident, 
and witty child was the role model for my 
main character, Littlebeth. The dilemma 
of  a spunky girl trying to fit into the more 
restrictive society of  a hundred years ago 
became a humorous short adventure. 

Over the years, I decided to turn that 
story into a book. But I needed a major 
obstacle for my heroine to overcome. My 

love of  history steered me to the year 1906 
and the Great San Francisco earthquake. 
As I worked on my novel, my area,  
Paso Robles, was struck by a 6.5 temblor.  
We suffered serious damage—buildings 
collapsed downtown, and two people 
were killed. The experience left me with a 
visceral understanding of  the terror people 
feel in that kind of  disaster. By weaving 
historical facts and people with imagined 
characters, I explored how a brave, capable 
girl would fare during that era, and how 
she might have survived and been changed 
by the calamitous quake.
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Family bonds—meeting parental expect- 
ations while seeking independence. Family 
loyalties and responsibilities. What makes 
a family?  

Friendship—the challenge of  being 
accepted when you are different, and 
accepting others who aren’t like you.

Self-confidence/awareness—knowing 
the difference between believing in yourself  
versus being a braggart, disregarding the 
feelings of  others, or feeling entitled to 
better treatment because of  status.

Courage—to face fear, and to help others 
despite fear.

Social Injustice—dealing with the 
unfair bias of  others. Social norms in 
1906 discouraged girls and women from 
being independent, frowned on marriages 
between people of  different religions, 
and in California, Chinese immigrants 
were subject to racial prejudice and harsh 
treatment.

Loss—becoming a refugee, the difficulty 
of  leaving people you care about, and 
managing grief.

Growth—rising above a catastrophe, 
developing understanding through exper- 
ience, and being your true self.

Transportation and Technology
Show a map of  California. Point out the 
distance between Paso Robles and San 
Francisco and the cities Littlebeth’s train 
passed through. Ask students how travel 
would have been different in 1906 than 
today. Did it take longer to get from one 
place to another? There were no freeways 
at that time. The automobile was such a 
new mode of  transportation that paved 
roadways were rare. The Wright Brothers, 
among others, were experimenting with 
flying machines. While it was an era of  new 
inventions and innovations, trains were the 
main form of  long-distance travel in 1906.

Science of  Earthquakes
What are earthquakes? How has the 
understanding of  earthquakes changed 
since 1906? Are we better prepared to 
cope with them?

Resource for discussing the science 
of  earthquakes: https://earthquake.usgs.
gov/learn/kids/eqscience.php

On the map, indicate how the San 
Andreas Fault spans almost the entire 
state. Reference this map: http://geology.
com/articles/san-andreas-fault.shtml 

Give students a quick overview of  the 
1906 San Francisco earthquake using the 
fact sheet at the end of  this guide.

Themes

Pre-Reading ctivities
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History
Who was the president in 1906? What 
were some of  his accomplishments during 
his time in office? 

Theodore “Teddy” Roosevelt was the 
26th president of  the United States, and 
served from September 1901 to March 1909. 
Known as the “conservation president,” 
President Roosevelt established numerous 
national parks and monuments in 1906. 

During a speech in the spring of  1906, 
President Roosevelt first coined the term 
“muckraker,” which has come to mean 
someone, often a member of  the press, 
who seeks to expose corruption of  
businesses or government to the public. 
Teddy Roosevelt believed muckraking 
could go too far simply to sell newspapers 
and become scandal-mongering based on 
sensationalism rather than facts. Yet he 
approved of  exposing actual corruption, 
because he did not want the American 
people to be deceived.

In November 1906, Teddy Roosevelt was 
the first US president to make an official 
diplomatic tour outside of  the country 
while in office. He visited the Panama 
Canal, which was under construction at 
the time.

Social Studies
Discuss how Chinese immigrants, women, 
and children were treated in this era.

Chinese Immigrants

Below find resources for discussing the 
Chinese immigrant experience in San 
Francisco and during the 1906 earthquake.

•http://teachingresources.atlas.illinois. 
 edu/chinese_exp/introduction.html 
•https ://histor y. l ibrar ies.wsu.edu/ 
 spring2015/2015/01/19/chinese- 
 immigration-to-san-francisco 
•www.nps.g ov/prs f/ lear n/his tor y 
 culture/1906-ear thquake-chinese- 
 treatment.htm

Women

In 1906, the vast majority of  women 
in the United States could not vote. It 
wasn’t until August 18, 1920, that the 
Nineteenth Amendment to the United 
States Constitution was ratified, granting 
American women the right to vote. While 
California ratified the amendment on 
November 1, 1919, women in the state 
had already earned the right to vote in an 
election held in October 1911. 

Things began to change for women 
in California after the Great Quake of  
1906, according to an essay by Mae Silver, 
“Women Claim the Vote in California”:

“But, after the earthquake in 1906, a 
suffrage convention of  considerable size 
convened in San Francisco. The fight 
was on. The strategy would aim hard 
at the state’s small towns and Southern 
California. Aided by the auto-mobile and 
telephone, north and south suffragists 
merged to form an impressive campaign 
machine…In 1911, California women 
joined the franchised women of  Wyoming, 
Colorado, Utah, Idaho and Washington. In 
1912, Oregon, Kansas and Arizona women 
won their vote. West coast women claimed 
their franchise. The potential power of  
that vote did not go unnoticed.”
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Children

There were no protections for children 
in the workplace. Some children worked 
in factories in the cities. Most children, 
however, lived in rural areas at that time. 
Many worked on family farms and only 
attended school part of  the year. At home, 
children were expected to be obedient and 

respectful to all adults. A common phrase 
often used at that time was “children 
should be seen and not heard.” 

Resources for further discussion: 
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroom 
materials/primarysourcesets/childrens-
lives/ 

Language rts

Discussion Questions
Chapter 1

• After reading this chapter, what’s your  
 strongest emotion? What do you think  
 Littlebeth’s strongest emotion is? 

• Can you relate to how Littlebeth feels?  
 Have you ever done something you  
 thought was brave/true and it wasn’t  
 interpreted that way by others? 

• Would you have done anything differently  
 than Littlebeth did?

• Do you think Littlebeth’s parents and  
 Grandma were right to be concerned  
 about her “antics”? Why or why not?

• What do you see that’s unfair? What can  
 you infer about society at this time from  
 the events of  this chapter?

Chapter 3
• What does Grandma mean when she  
 says, “You’ll soon discover that a young  
 lady has to learn her place”? (p. 20)

• Compare how Littlebeth’s feelings  
 change from the beginning of  the  
 chapter to the end. What character traits  
 would you use to describe her?

Chapter 4
• Littlebeth has conversations with the  
 lady on the train as well as Tom, the  
 twelve-year-old smoker. Littlebeth says,  
 “Never had any luck making friends.”  
 From the conversations she has, why do  
 you think she has trouble making friends?  
 Cite specific examples and explain.

Review the glossary toward the end of  this guide for vocabulary words from the era. Have 
students imagine they lived in 1906, and then have them write a letter to a friend using ten 
of  those words.
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Chapter 6
• On page 49, Aunt Sally falls down and  
 appears very angry when her neighbor,  
 Mr. Steinberg, helps her up. Why does  
 she act this way? Then later, she’s crying.  
 Why?

• How does Littlebeth try to comfort  
 her aunt?

Chapter 7
• How does Mr. Steinberg treat Littlebeth  
 when he finds her looking for the fish  
 market?

• What happens when Mr. Steinberg takes  
 Littlebeth home? How do you think he  
 feels about Aunt Sally?

• Have you ever experienced homesickness?  
 How did you cope? When did it end?

Chapters 8–9
• In these chapters, something happens that  
 changes the interaction between Littlebeth  
 and Aunt Sally. What is it? 

• Has laughter ever changed a situation  
 for you?

• Why is Littlebeth interested in seeing  
 Enrico Caruso’s rehearsal with Aunt  
 Sally and Mr. Steinberg? 

• What does she think of  the experience? 

• Have you ever heard opera? What did  
 you think of  it?

Chapter 10
• What do you think about Aunt Sally  
 saying, “How could we be together?  
 Have children? Where would they  
 worship? Society wouldn’t accept us.”?  
 (p. 101)

Chapters 11–12
• The horror of  the earthquake is contained  
 in these chapters. What was your strongest  
 emotion as you read these chapters?

• How does Littlebeth solve the problem  
 of  reaching Mr. Steinberg?

• Have you ever experienced any type of   
 disaster? Did anything in these chapters  
 remind you of  your experience?

Chapters 13–14
• How does Littlebeth help people escape  
 the fire?

• What surprised you in these chapters?

• What two things change for Littlebeth in  
 these chapters? (p. 130 and p. 143)

• Littlebeth still feels like her family sent  
 her away to be free of  her. What decision  
 (near the end of  chapter 14) does  
 she make that shows she wants to act  
 differently than her family?

Chapters 15–16
• Who does Beth encounter in the square,  
 and how does she convince him to  
 help her? 
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• What two things does Beth suggest to  
 calm the frightened horse in the stable?

• How does Beth communicate with the  
 scared girl she discovers?

• How would you talk to someone who  
 doesn’t speak your language?

Chapter 17
• After finding Su Ling, Beth and her  
 new friends arrive at the hospital. What  
 upsetting event happens here? Does  
 this remind you of  anything in our  
 modern world?

• What does Mr. Caruso say while standing  
 in line at the hospital? (pp. 171–2)  
 Why does it bother Beth?

Chapters 18–19
• What gives Beth hope at the hospital?

• How does Beth feel when she finds Aunt  
 Sally and Mr. Steinberg? Why does she  
 think they can be together now? 

• On page 200, Beth thinks she, the opera  
 singer, his valet, and Su Ling have become  
 a sort of  family. Give examples of  why  
 she feels that way.

Chapter 20
• What affected you most about the  
 farewell scene with Mr. Caruso? 

• Who does Beth meet in the Presidio  
 hospital, and how does she react? Why?

Chapter 22
• Why do you think the men move away  
 after Beth, Su Ling, and Grace start  
 laughing? (p. 207)

• Why do the women walking past them  
 stare and whisper? How does Beth react?  
 How does Grace respond?

• Have you ever heard comments like the  
 ones they heard?

Chapter 24
• What do you think about how Beth  
 spoke to the telegraph agent? What does  
 this tell you about Beth? 

• On page 219, Beth says to Grace and Su  
 Ling, “You’re more my kind than  
 anyone.” What does she mean by that?

• Why doesn’t Su Ling want to go to Paso  
 Robles with Beth? How does Beth react?

Chapter 25
• On the train ride to Paso Robles, Beth  
 thinks, “We’d survived a terrible  
 catastrophe, yet we were all grieving.”  
 What does this mean for her?

• Why do you believe it is easier for Beth  
 to make a new friend on the way home?

General Questions
• How did the book affect you?

• Which character are you most like?
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• If  you could enter the story at some  
 point, where would it be and what would  
 you do?

• How did Littlebeth change during the  
 book? Give examples.

• What did Littlebeth learn from her  
 experiences? What did you learn from  
 her experiences?

• Which of  Littlebeth’s character traits do  
 you wish you had? Why?

• How does the author make the story  
 realistic? 

• How do Littlebeth’s actions affect  
 other people in the story?

• What do you think will happen  
 after the story ends?

• If  the story took place today,  
 what would be different?  
 What would be the same?

• Does this book (or any of   
 the characters) make you think  
 of  any other book?

Discussion Questions 
prepared by Madeleine 

Gallagher, retired teacher, 
and Cindy Rankin
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asunder: apart or in separate pieces

banshee: a female spirit in Irish and  
Scottish stories who cries loudly to warn  
people that someone is going to die soon 

bumptious: self-assertive or conceited 

buona fortuna: good fortune in Italian

bureau: chest of  drawers, dresser

Calamity Jane: Martha Jane Canary (May  
1, 1852–August 1, 1903), American  
frontierswoman and professional scout

commandeer: seize, take possession of  

consternation: anxiety, dismay

curfew: time after which people must  
remain indoors, off  the streets

dastardly: despicable 

dawdle: walk slowly, waste time

derring-do: heroic courage or actions

desperadoes: outlaws, criminals

fuddled: confused 

gist: the essence or substance of  a speech 
or written material

gossamer: delicate filmy material

haberdashery: a shop for men’s hats and 
accessories such as gloves, ties, and scarves

high jinks: boisterous fun

hoity-toities: people who think they are 
better than others, pretentious  

hurly-burly: boisterous  activity, commotion  

isthmus: a narrow strip of  land separating 
two bodies of  water and connecting two 
larger areas of  land

Jesse James: (September 5, 1847–April 
3, 1882), American outlaw, bank robber,  
and train robber. He and his brother, 
Frank, were members of  the outlaw  
James-Younger gang. His uncle, Drury 
James, was one of  the founders of  Paso 
Robles, California. 

kinetoscope: an early motion picture 
device in which images were viewed 
through a peephole

knickerbockers: loose fitting trousers 
gathered at the knee or calf.

larder: large cupboard for storing food

Glossary
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latrine: shared bathroom area, especially  
in a camp

lickety-split: headlong, at full speed

muckrakers: word coined by President 
Theodore Roosevelt in a 1906 speech 
to refer to people who search out and 
publish scandalous information on 
business, government, and famous people, 
sometimes in an underhanded way

Napoleon: Napoleon Bonaparte (August 
15, 1769–May 5, 1821), the first emperor 
of  France and regarded as one of  the 
greatest military leaders in history

Nero: (December 15, 37AD–June 9, 
68AD) fifth emperor of  the Roman 
Empire, reported to have played the lyre, 
a stringed instrument, while Rome burned 

mind your Ps and Qs: to mind your 
manners and be on your best behavior

peckish: hungry

perturbed: upset, agitated

piano: a musical instrument in English; in 
Italian it means slowly or softly depending 
on context

poppycock: nonsense

poverina: poor girl in Italian

privy: bathroom, often an outhouse

settee: sofa, couch

shenanigans: mischievous behavior 

skedaddle: leave quickly

spats: a covering for shoes, popular in  
the past

temperance: an organized social move- 
ment of  19th and early 20th centuries to 
limit or ban the consumption of  alcoholic 
beverages

Theodore “Teddy” Roosevelt: (October 
27, 1858–January 6, 1919), the 26th 
President of  the United States who served 
from September 1901 to March 1909

tomfoolery: foolish behavior
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• On April 18, 1906, at about 5:12 a.m.,  
 the deadliest earthquake in United States  
 history struck San Francisco, California.  
 Known as the Great Quake, estimates  
 of  its magnitude range from 7.7 to 8.3.  
 It ruptured almost 300 miles of  the San  
 Andreas Fault, which slipped as much as  
 twenty feet in some areas.

• Fires ignited immediately after the  
 temblor. The inferno lasted three days  
 and nights, causing more damage than  
 the earthquake.

• Because water mains were broken, the  
 fire department resorted to using dy- 
 namite in a futile effort to stop the fire.  
 Frequent explosions terrified the sur- 
 viving people and animals in the city.

• It’s now believed at least 3,000 people  
 lost their lives in the earthquake and fires,  
 while about 15,000 others were injured.

• More than half  the population of  the city  
 was left homeless. About 410,000 people  
 lived in San Francisco at the time of  the  
 quake. Refugees stayed in city parks and  
 at the Presidio Army Camp.

• A historic evacuation by ferry boats and  
 trains took place after the earthquake.  
 Southern Pacific Railroad offered free  

 transportation to move refugees out  
 of  the city’s ruins. The railroad company  
 reported 300,000 people were evacuated. 

• Approximately 100,000 people remained  
 in the city after the earthquake and fires.  
 The US Army helped establish refugee  
 camps and worked with city officials to  
 re-establish essential services within  
 weeks. However, it took nine years to  
 rebuild the city.

• This was the first major national disaster  
 to be photographed. Many black and  
 white photos exist. And a few months  
 after the earthquake, photographer  
 Frederick Eugene Ives managed to  
 capture color photographs. The 3-D  
 photos, called Kromgrams, were viewed  
 through a Kromscope.

• The last remaining survivor, William  
 “Bill” Del Monte, died in early 2016, just  
 eleven days short of  his 110th birthday.  
 He was only three months old when  
 the Great Quake struck. It destroyed his  
 family’s Italian restaurant. They escaped  
 their burning neighborhood in a horse- 
 drawn carriage. His family reopened  
 their San Francisco restaurant in a tent  
 until they could rebuild it.
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A Trip Down Market Street  
Before the Fire

From the Library of  Congress, a film 
showing a ride down Market Street toward 
San Francisco’s Ferry Building shot days 
before the Great Quake and fire. Although 
the opening of  the film says circa 1905, it 
was taken on April 14, 1906.
•https://www.loc.gov/item/00694408 

The 1906 San Francisco Earthquake

Scientific overview and what was learned 
from the event, photos, and personal 
accounts.
• h t t p s : / / e a r t h q u a k e . u s g s . g o v / 
 earthquakes/events/1906calif/18april/ 
 photos.php 

Enrico Caruso

The world-famous tenor was on tour in 
San Francisco, and he performed in the 
opera Carmen the night before the Great 

Quake. He wrote about his experience 
during the catastrophe.
•http://www.sfmuseum.net/1906/ew19. 
 html

The Earthquake and the Army

The army responded quickly to the San 
Francisco earthquake disaster, aiding in 
law enforcement, fire fighting, medical 
care, relief  supplies, and refugee camps.
•https://www.nps.gov/prsf/learn/ 
 historyculture/1906-earthquake.htm   

Refugee Camps

•https://www.nps.gov/prsf/learn/ 
 historyculture/1906-earthquake-relief- 
 efforts-living-accommodations

1906 Southern Pacific Railroad  
Earthquake Operations

•http://www.sfmuseum.org/1906/sprr.html
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