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Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date

Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—regulations change, techniques evolve, facilities come under new management, etc.

We would appreciate hearing from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:

Globe Pequot/FalconGuides

Reader Response/Editorial Department

246 Goose Lane

Guilford, CT 06437

Or you may e-mail us at: editorial@falcon.com

Thanks for your input, and happy prospecting!
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INTRODUCTION

This book is aimed at everyone who has had even a small case of gold fever. If you have ever seen a small pinpoint of gold emerge from the black sands and concentrate at the bottom of a gold pan, you know what I mean. If you have never experienced the thrill of recovering an elusive piece of gold, you have a major emotion in front of you. There are very few things that quicken the pulse like seeing actual gold gleam from the bottom of your pan.

I have panned gold in California’s historic mining districts for more than twenty years, primarily as a columnist for Gold Prospectors Magazine, published by the Gold Prospectors Association of America (GPAA) and before that as a senior editor at North American Gold Mining Industry News. I have learned where to go, places to avoid, and what to find. I cannot guarantee to make you rich, because this is not a get-rich scheme. It’s a labor of love, a lot of fun, and a ticket to some of the most interesting places out in the hills. What I can do is save you time, effort, and money as you research places to explore. Always keep in mind that this is a guide for beginners—use the areas listed here as a starting point, and get as far off the beaten track as you can.
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Over the years, I have developed a deep nostalgia for the gold rushes and mining frenzies of the Old West. It is such a thrill to drive up a long, winding mountain road, turn the corner, and see the remains of an old mining camp come into view. Hiking to abandoned mines is another adventure I wish I could share—there is a true sense of accomplishment when you reach the end of a trail and find that old mine shaft. Sometimes you can close your eyes and imagine hundreds, if not thousands, of noisy miners and merchants in those old settings, only to be interrupted by the call of a stern old turkey. I have watched many old mills and head frames crumble into piles of rotted timbers, but the tailings piles still yield great hand specimens. Every spring fresh torrents move and mix the sands and gravels anew and re-sort the pay streaks. There is still a lot of gold out there, if you have the time and energy to go about recovering it. Most of the easy stuff is gone, but that just makes the thrill of finding what’s there that much stronger.

By reading this book, you will save yourself a lot of trouble out in the wilder parts of the region, and you will benefit from some of my worst mistakes. I have seen gates spring up across once-reliable access roads, but I’ve watched GPS and Google Earth become major forces for preventing confusion in the field—while adding some of their own. I have collected hundreds of GPS coordinates for you to use as aids, but I hope you get a chance to add a few of your own. Whether you have an old gold pan under the seat of your truck or a new Keene sluice still in the box, you will benefit from this book.

I’m going to err on the side of providing you with as much geology as I feel is prudent, and then a little bit more. I am going to explain host rocks that contain quartz veins, and I’m going to name the granite intrusions that brought so much prosperity to this region. I’m going to try to educate you about collecting rock samples, and I’m going to follow that up with a discussion of the common modern machines that grizzled old prospectors would have killed for back in the day. By the end of this book, you’ll find gold, you’ll learn some history, and you’ll have a great appreciation for the gold rush days that settled this region. Most of all, you will visit some of the storied districts that gave California much of its resilience and vigor. You’ll visit places that you’ll want to talk about with your friends and family, and you’ll see wildlife, landforms, and vistas that will stir your soul. I hope you enjoy your search.
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California is a big state, with a huge population. The major cities are covered in asphalt and shopping malls, and very few traces remain of some of the early strikes. Population growth and private property are a continual issue for field work, and that won’t stop any time soon. Just know that for this book, I’ve made a dedicated search of as many promising panning locales as I could find, and verified access, GPS coordinates, and colors. A lot of these areas have been hit hard over the years, but don’t let that stop you. Always be on the lookout for claims markers, but with the ban on dredging taking effect, you may find there are less claims going forward. I hope that’s the case, because it will free you up to do more exploring with less worry.

Of all the legends and stories about gold, the one that is hardest to explain is the adage “Gold is where you find it.” The old saying seems to imply that if you look hard enough just about anywhere, you can stumble upon a nugget or two. Nothing could be further from the truth. A better way to modernize this would be to point out that “gold is where they found it.” The reason is pretty simple—the gold prospectors that came before us were really, really good at what they did. For all the images conjured up of a slightly addled Yosemite Sam with his burro and pick, there have been a lot of smart geologists since then that scientifically sampled every major gold district. Many mines started production, exhausted sizable ore deposits, and then disappeared. The likelihood of discovering a new district is extremely remote.

The good news is that, while they were efficient, the original Gold Rush miners were also in a hurry. They creamed off all the easy gold—the concentrated pockets, the big nuggets, and the “potato diggings” monsters went to the smelter early. Their primitive equipment skipped a lot of fine gold. Some machines simply washed the “flour” gold over the transom, out the end of the dredge, to remix with the rest of the tailings. Miners resorted to mercury in order to collect some of the fines, but very few miners use mercury anymore. It is toxic, poisonous, and dangerous, and modern equipment can do just as well, if not better, at recovering fine gold. Which is good, because that’s a lot of what’s left. If there is one scientific fact you can count on, it is always going to be impossible to get all of the gold from any particular area. There will always be a little color left, deep in the crevices, under the big boulders, or laying on hard clay layers known as false bedrock.

A dedicated weekend hobbyist, recreational prospector, or otherwise-motivated gold miner can still go one of two routes in the search of gold:

Hard-rock mining involves dynamite, cyanide leaching, crushers, big rigs, and lots of capital. There are still fortunes to be had out there with hard-rock mining, but the odds are long. Throughout most of the West, any sizable deposit has likely been identified and claimed up. You could still get lucky, but it will take a lot of work. You could rework old tailings and do well, or you could find an area thought to yield copper that has good gold left. Hard-rock mining is capital intensive, and it involves a lot of machines.

Placer mining involves equipment ranging from a gold pan to a dredge. This type of gold prospecting usually involves less investment, and will consistently yield small amounts of gold, with occasional bonanzas for those who are persistent. If you can learn to reliably return from every trip with decent concentrates, so that over time you fill a five-gallon bucket, and then maybe even a fifty-five-gallon drum, with black sands, magnetite, ilmenite, rare-earth elements, and gold, you will be rewarded in the long run.

Either way, your long-term goals are your own. Very few prospectors are simply in it for the money, looking on this as a way to become a millionaire overnight. Some of us like to get out of town, camp in the mountains, and enjoy the spirit of the outdoors. Some people like to work up a little sweat and appetite, improve their health, and learn a little. Some like to solve problems and run machinery, and enjoy the challenge of making sure the sluice is running right. Still others like the wildlife, the scenery, and the historical importance of the Wild West, and bring back their riches as photos and videos. In each case, if you toss in a little gold fever as motivation and stay scientific about your sampling and exploration, you will prosper far and above the value of your recovered material.

Still, a nice payday is always a treat. One sure way to reach that goal is to keep trying. Keep practicing, keep exploring, and keep getting out in the field. Another truism that seems to hold is that the farther away from civilization you get, the better your chances.


HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE

The best way to use this guide is to treat it like a general reference for the multi-state area. Here are some likely scenarios.

You might live near a district listed here or have always wanted to visit a site. Based on what you read and learn, you will have more information to process, and then you can decide if you want to explore that area further. Thanks to the GPS coordinates found in these pages, you can easily pinpoint a few spots that you will be able to drive right to, and thus maximize your time in the field so that you are efficient and productive.
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If you already have a business trip, family vacation, or other reason for driving through an area, you might check in these pages and determine that you will be close to a spot that is worth more exploration. The information here can help you minimize the detour, making it easier to justify. In addition, if you need to camp, I have listed developed and primitive camping options.

If you are considering a major investment in mining supplies, I have some good information for you in Appendix A. Over the course of writing nearly one hundred articles for Gold Prospectors magazine, I have reviewed many products. I can provide you with good, practical information about metal detectors, sluices, and more. Note that I stuck that information at the back of the book so that you can get right to the good stuff: where to go.

If you are just getting started in the hobby, I recommend picking up The Modern Rockhounding and Prospecting Handbook, a companion book I wrote for FalconGuides. The information there can make you a better field geologist by explaining the basics of economic ore deposits, field sampling, and identifying hand specimens and give you good overview information about the basics. If you need help identifying rocks and minerals, I have written a rock-and-gem identification book as well.

In addition to the GPS coordinates for these locales, I have also included road directions. I have to warn you though: conditions change fast. US Forest Service (USFS) or Bureau of Land Management (BLM) offices may schedule major roadwork right over your prized vacation window. Washouts, fires, and other road damage can leave you sputtering in front of a hand-lettered sign at two in the morning, facing a 4-hour detour. If you go out too early in the season, you may run into washouts, logs, or snow. It is important that you take the road directions I provide with a healthy dose of caution and either phone the local government agency managing that land or consult their website if you don’t have time to track down a human. The more you are counting on taking your family and friends to a single location for a long stay, the more important it is that you check in ahead of time.

Top Twelve Counties for Gold Production in California

Each listed county produced more than $100 million in gold from 1848 to 1965. These include lode and placer amounts.





	Nevada
	$440,000,000



	Amador
	$200,000,000



	Tuolumne
	$190,000,000



	Butte
	$150,000,000



	Calaveras
	$150,000,000



	Sierra
	$150,000,000



	Yuba
	$145,000,000



	Sacramento
	$135,000,000



	Placer
	$120,000,000



	El Dorado
	$110,000,000



	Plumas
	$105,000,000



	Siskiyou
	$100,000,000





Source: The California Division of Mines and Geology.

It’s not easy to figure out how many ounces of gold those dollar figures represent. If you go to http://onlygold.com/Info/Historical-Gold-Prices.asp to see the historical gold prices, you’ll see that in 1965, gold sold for about $35 per ounce. In 1848, the price was $20.67.


HOW TO PAN FOR GOLD

Since this is a guide mostly intended for beginners, I wanted to go over some of the key concepts you should understand when you go out and gather your first sample and pan your first pan.

Materials needed


	Shovel or trowel to load in material


	Gold pan


	Snuffer bottle to capture your concentrates


	Screens (optional)


	Location, location, location . . .




Technical writers trying to help you install your new router or hard drive will always tell you to read through the instructions first, all the way through, before you start. I’m guessing that you’ll actually do that here, because not many of you are going to bring your book down to the creek and follow the instructions step by step while your feet are in the water. So read through these steps and imagine that you’re on the banks of the American River, then see if it all comes together for you when you put the steps into action.

Or, if you’re practicing at home, you can fill up a tub of water for your panning station. A good plastic tub would be about 2 feet wide and 3 feet long, filled with about 9–12 inches of water, minimum. A tub the brick masons use to mix up mortar works very well, and it has nice rounded corners so it’s easy to clean. The more water you have, the less problems you’ll face later with muddy water that is hard to see through. Some folks use a running hose to keep the water in their tub clean, so consider that. But if you’re only running a couple pans of store-bought concentrates, you should be fine with the water you start with. If you brought home some concentrates from an outing, chances are good that the sample is also very clean and won’t muddy things up, either.

If you’re out at a creek or river, you need to find a place where the water isn’t rushing through too fast. You could lose your material, or even worse, lose your pan, if you get out into a fast current. You’d be surprised how far they travel under the water, too. The team lost one once on a very small creek and it washed downstream about 50 feet.

If you don’t have rubber boots on, you may want to stack a few big rocks up so that you can stand on them safely and keep your feet dry. During the summer months, on many California waterways it’s easy to just stand in the water in sandals or even barefoot. Some of these waters run really cold all year, however, so just do what you have to do. Panning in your brand new Nikes is always going to be a challenge, so plan accordingly.

Any gold pan will do, from the cheaper black models about 9 inches across, to the bigger 16-inch green or blue models with two sets of riffles. For this exercise, assume that you have one of the nice blue Keene models, about 12 inches in size, with coarse and fine riffles. If you don’t have one yet, get it the next chance you have. They’re worth it, and consider how the original 49ers would have marveled at it. According to legend, the Chinese were the first ones to hammer one side of their metal pans into riffles, and the idea has stayed with us ever since.

Where to get your sample

As you look out over the creek or river, take a few moments to scan the area for obvious catches or other features. The one thing you don’t want to do is simply start digging where it’s easy. First, a lesson I learned way back in 1980. My wife signed me up for a one-day extension course on gold panning at the local university, so we bundled up and headed for a spot the guide knew well. When the instructor turned us loose, I immediately grabbed a quick sample from the sandy banks in a few seconds, and the instructor broke out into a big smile. “Whoa, there. You want to get a better sample than that!” He patiently walked me through some of the following things to look for:


	Gravel Bars: Is there a gravel bar forming? Whenever a creek or river bends, it usually starts to form a gravel bar downstream from the bend. At the top of the bend, the heaviest material falls out first, while the lighter material moves on downstream. So your best option is to look for one of these gravel bars and move to the very top of the bar, then start a hole. You’ll have to move a lot of rocks out of the way, which is when a screen comes in handy.


	Islands: Is there an island forming in the middle of the creek? The very top of that bar is where the heavy material drops out. That’s why fish spawn at the bottom of an island or bar, because the water is calmer and it won’t wash away their eggs. You want the top of an island, where the rocks are first trapping material that comes down and holding it in place while the water washes away the lighter material.


	Past Flooding: Is there any evidence of flooding from years past? During spring runoff every year, the water level rises quite a bit. You may be able to look around and notice leaves and debris trapped in trees or bushes far above your head. Floods are a good thing when it comes to moving gold around. As you look out at the water in the summer, the only place where gold could possibly be moving is at the very bottom of the channel, at the tip of the V. Everywhere else, the gold is stuck and won’t likely move. It helps if you can imagine what the channel looks like when the water level is 20 feet above where it is in the summer, because you may spot dried up runs or abandoned paths. When the gold stopped moving as the flood subsided, it dropped out in these small channels. If they are near the top of a gravel bar, so much the better.


	Bedrock: Is there any bedrock showing? Bedrock is the rock that won’t move. All other gravel, sand, and mud sits on top of the bedrock. In many places, there can be as much as 20 or more feet of over-burden, and you won’t see anything except for soil and plants, with a few big rocks. That’s usually not a good place to pan, although you can still get the fine “flood gold” that moves during flood events and sprinkles the top of the riverbank. During earthquakes, heavy material such as black sands and gold will settle through the sand and mud, to eventually rest on the bedrock. During floods, when material is moving quickly, the water may scour all loose material away. At those times, the gold and black sands will move across the bedrock, but any crack, crevice, or hole will trap the heavies.


	Big Rocks: Are there any big rocks that you can move? The old timers often said that the biggest gold was found among the biggest rocks. The idea makes perfect sense—it takes a lot of force to move large pieces of gold, and when those big rocks are moving around, that’s a perfect time to move big gold, too. Big rocks act as a natural riffle in the water flow, and they usually form a kind of “beard” behind them. This is where heavy material such as gold and black sands will settle. The water speed behind the big rock is slower than in the main channel, and gold will slam into the rock and work its way against or underneath that trap, then drop out because the water velocity isn’t fast enough to keep the gold moving. That means that if the water level has gone way down and the rock or boulder is now high and dry, your job is to push it aside and dig out the material beneath it and slightly downstream.


	Crevices: Are there any obvious traps, cracks, or crevices? If you think of the adage “Work smarter, not harder,” you will come to love those cracks and crevices. There are several ways to dig them out—you may even see someone with a very fine dental pick digging around in a crack. Miners in the early days of the California Gold Rush used steak knives to pry big nuggets out of obvious cracks, but those days are long gone. You can use a pointed geology pick, a hammer and chisels, a whisk broom, a tooth brush, or a turkey baster and alternately scoop, scrape, or slurp up material from a crack. Your attack will vary depending on whether it is wet or dry. Some folks even use a battery-powered hand vacuum to liberate material from a crack. Others break them open even farther with sledgehammers. If you start to find big gold in a crack, you’ll know what to do.


	Moss: Is there any moss on the boulders, or small grasses growing from cracks in the rock? In many parts of California, you don’t want to start removing any vegetation, but if you’re not on a Wild and Scenic River or inside a park or campground, moss mining is a known way to get yourself a good sample to pan down. As you scrape moss off a boulder, you’ll see lots of material still clinging to the rock, and you can sweep it off or wash it off. Try putting the moss into a bucket full of water and squeezing, scraping, shredding, and otherwise breaking down the material. You may be surprised to see black sands clinging to the roots or moss after several washings, but when you’re finally convinced you got it all, you can easily pour the bucket into a pan and prepare a sample that way. In some mining camps it was popular to dry out moss and burn it in a large metal pan, then pan out the ashes.


	Cobbles: Are there smaller rocks, maybe fist-sized or the size of a soccer ball, that you can clean? One good way to get a rich sample is to fill a bucket with water and systematically wash off the muddy or dirty rocks. Gold has a habit of sticking to rocks such as these, and you don’t want to casually toss them aside. If you see a small run where the creek formed a new, temporary channel during flood stage, leaving behind a trail of cobbles when the water level retreated, this could be a good place to wash some rocks. You can use an old dishwashing brush for example, or an old paintbrush. If you have a lot of smaller rocks, you can set a screen over the top of the bucket, pile on the rocks, and use a second bucket to keep pouring water over the material, then dumping the tailings into a pile.


	Prior Work: Are there signs that someone else has been digging there? California is a big state, and there aren’t that many secrets about where to go. Gold, after all, is where other people have found it. So if you’re at a popular place listed in this book, you may see signs where someone has been working. There are basically two kinds of “diggings”—a shallow, haphazard hole that didn’t go very far, and a second, serious hole that moved a lot of material. The first hole is probably from someone in a hurry, who gave up quickly because they didn’t find anything. The second hole shows someone encouraged by early results to keep going. If you find that second hole, take a few minutes to dig it back out from any
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