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Preface

OPPOSITES ATTRACT

Gold is born when neutron stars collide. It is an element and is immortal. The 244,000 tons of this bright yellow metal that we have taken from the earth and stored as treasure are older than our planet. Throughout history, almost every human civilization has prized it as wealth or ornament. In this digital age we are still enchanted by this alluring metal, perhaps even more so. The lustrous glow of pure gold is as captivating as it ever was. As the Greek poet Pindar observed, ‘Gold is the child of Zeus, neither rust nor moth devoureth it, but the mind of man is devoured.’

I was born in late November in the middle of the 20th century, soon after my parents had collided. As a self-aware organic structure, primarily made up of carbon, calcium and water, my existence is fleeting. I am not in any way rare. There are presently over eight billion humans on planet Earth, weighing 316 million tons. And if not the moths, something will devour all of us. If all of the gold ever discovered were to be shared out equally, we would each receive about 29g – six wedding rings.

Our love affair with gold continues; we are opposites in every way.




Introduction

LIVING WITH GOLD FEVER

‘There’s gold, and it’s haunting and haunting,

It’s luring me on as of old;

Yet it isn’t the gold that I’m wanting

So much as just finding the gold.’

—Robert Service, ‘The Spell of the Yukon’

If anybody had told me how hard it is to find gold, would I have listened? I hope not.

The siren call of gold is unique; there is no platinum, silver, diamond or sapphire fever – only ‘gold fever’. This magical metal is enchanting, never fading or tarnishing. The gold jewellery of ancient peoples still looks like new: gold is almost indestructible. But what is it about gold that lured me away from a decent, comfortable job to go hunting for it, to leave my office and the security of home for a life based on hard work, danger and chance? Was I belatedly joining the ‘tenderfoots’ and ‘sourdoughs’ that flocked to the spectacular gold discoveries of the 19th century simply to take part in the great lottery that goldfields offer?* I don’t think so. I never expected to get rich. For me, even from the very beginning, it was all about finding the gold.

There is a delightful subtlety here, an interesting divergence between owning gold and finding gold – both are ancient and compelling, but are completely different.

Gold that is owned and then hidden is a primal insurance against troubled times: often much better than money in the bank. It helps to explain gold’s staggering value with a simple comparison. In the UK a standard pack of butter weighs 250g – a lump of fatty golden material worth roughly two house bricks or one roofing tile. The same sized bar of gold would buy the whole house. For the very rich, the vast wealth that can be stored in a tiny volume of discreet and mobile gold coins, bars or jewellery has always been attractive.

Gold that is owned and not hidden serves to display love or status, hopefully creating respect and admiration – envy even. Amazingly, with all the technology and sophisticated investments of this age, we still fall back on gold. It is available and legal. We can own gold and still want to. Gold has such power over some people that it is almost a faith, or a drug. Maybe this is the root cause of gold fever.

Of course, my gold obsession may all be my mother’s fault. When I was very young, we lived in a caravan in a clifftop field in the far west of Wales, above the magnificent Newgale beach in Pembrokeshire. My father was in the Royal Navy serving as a helicopter engineer and my mother was at home with me. Although very young, she had an extraordinary love of literature and was determined to pass this on to me. We meandered through many of the children’s classics, but it was the work of Jack London that stood out for me. I was thrilled by the gritty realism of White Fang and enthralled by The Call of the Wild. Unusually for a six-year-old, I had already felt this myself – especially when sent out into the woods to hide.

Whatever arrangement my mother had with the local authority, she was not confident of the legitimacy of our home-schooling. Whenever the school inspector was due, I was told to go off and play in the woods, somewhere out of sight. And this was fine with me. I had an oilskin coat that came down to my wellington boots and a sou’wester hat – I was prepared for any weather, and I loved the freedom. It is possible that my mother exaggerated the frequency of visits by the school inspector, a simple ruse to give her some peace. I am loath to admit it, but I may have been a lively and difficult child.

I know we were poor at the time, as the family took on any work that was available. When my father was home, my parents would grab the chance to go fruit or potato picking to help make ends meet. I clearly recall one incident that I am now deeply sorry about. Unable to afford a Christmas tree, my father had cut us a gorse bush. My mother crouched beside it with a roll of cotton wool, pulling off and fluffing up little fibrous snowflakes. Jolly and festive, she encouraged me to help her decorate our tree. But it was not a real Christmas tree – I knew it and I said so. I refused all of my mother’s gentle encouragement to join in. I was it seems, a stubborn and precocious little boy. No wonder I was sent out in all weathers to avoid the ‘school inspector’.

Life often loops things around. The Greeks felt that the gods play with us, who knows? But it is a pleasing irony that I now have a field growing eight thousand Christmas trees. They provide me with an income in winter when gold prospecting is too hard due to the cold, the dark or the rivers being in flood. My mother and father helped me plant these trees, both still doing fieldwork into their eighties, but now with a son who was much better company, I hope.

If I could meet my younger self, how would I advise him, and would he listen?

Many years ago, I bumped into Ian Stephen, a friend and good gold prospector from the south of England. He was parked beside a Scottish river in a large campervan and spotted me first and invited me over. He had retired long ago, and it was always interesting to catch up with him – brimming with stories of his recent gold adventures. With some difficulty he climbed back up the steps into his vehicle, and I noticed that he now had an artificial leg. While I was still working out how to diplomatically ask about this, he cheerfully told me. Apparently, he had been working somewhere in the Yukon, welding up a large machine, and had damaged his leg. This wound then went gangrenous, and nobody was more surprised than he was when they cut it off. The writer Robert Service would have written a poem about Ian.

I commented that he seemed to have taken it all rather well, and asked what his wife, Beth, thought about it. He went quiet and murmured, ‘She died earlier this year.’ I felt a wave of compassion for Ian and said what a rotten year he was having, losing one leg and his wife in the space of a few months. He paused, clearly upset, and then surprised me by being unexpectedly sanguine about these recent tragedies. He said that he had had such a great life that he was content and accepted these catastrophic losses. Suddenly, he glanced up and stared at me intensely over the rim of his coffee mug. As if passing a great secret, he then offered this wisdom: ‘Vince, if you will take the advice of an old man it is this. Make your memories while you’re young, as you’ll live on them when you’re old.’ I listened carefully and it was just as well, for we never met again.

I do not need to advise my younger self – Ian did.

My three children grew up with all this too, and it was sweet to have my family join with me in the slow harvest of the precious dust. My daughter married a gold prospector, and I sometimes take young couples out to find the gold for their wedding rings. This feels good, the pinnacle of the martial art – wild gold, love and ancient tradition woven into two rings, new heirlooms with an old story. And the gold we find is virginal. It has never been touched before and is utterly pure, as old as time itself and yet as fresh as their new love. This ‘green gold’ is innocent and has no links to the tragedies of human past; no ghosts of war, murder or brutality stain the bright atoms. And gold pans have a timeless rhythm. They cut through the water barely making ripples, just enough to brush away sand and leave the gold – like winnowing wheat from chaff.

I think I would have been content to stay with my rusting old gold pan, scything each temperate river for grains of gold, but then I met Ken Williamson. He had dived on a shipwreck back in the late 1970s and filled my head with new possibilities. But, essentially, just one bold idea: that there was still far more gold hidden in that shipwreck of his than could ever be found in a stream or river.

I soon realized that Ken’s world of treasure could only be a dream for me while I remained in full-time employment, salaried with the jam-tomorrow promise of distant retirement and a Civil Service pension.

Don’t ever let me give the impression that living with gold fever is easy. Quitting work was hard – I liked my job, and the boss was fine. But – and this might be the most important thing I ever write – there has not been one minute of any day when I wished I was back at my desk. It is good to dwell on that thought for a moment, as it is so very important.

And things have been tough from time to time. I told my mother at one point that I was living on roadkill and stolen firewood – a slight son-to-mother exaggeration. All the same, having had a comfortable salary for over 28 years, it was a nasty shock when it stopped. The reality was chilling: I had to succeed, or my bank account stayed empty.

They say that the two keys to success are perseverance and a positive attitude. To this I would add ‘imagination’. It is vital to visualize success and imagine what it will feel like. This thought then becomes your close companion, a secret friend who will push you on through the hard times. And curiously, I now look back upon the darkest hours with great fondness. There is as much pride to be had from overcoming adversity as from success itself. But I have to say, success does feel pretty good! I had imagined my cupped hands full of gold coins and rough nuggets, and one day this dream of treasure became reality.

Yet truly there was something else too. Through my seeking gold, I had glimpsed a secret world, fey, free and beautiful. I had seen that the old-timers and the dreamers were all still out there – a world community of cheerful optimists, often living on little more than hope. They are welcoming and warm-hearted, gold fever flowing through their veins like a health-giving spice. I like these people. They are a global family and often refer to themselves as such. To be at one with the world’s gold prospectors is an honour.

Often it is assumed that the desire to find gold is simple avarice, but it is not. I first went out gold prospecting almost 50 years ago now, and in all that time I have met hundreds of other people out searching. But only a handful, a very few, were there purely for the money. For me, it is in the desire for the challenge. I am thrilled to have my hunter-gatherer genes wide awake and passionate. Gold prospecting is an exciting lifestyle choice – a treasure hunt with nature, new friendships, an adventure as big or small as you wish: a family weekend by a warm summer stream or hunting storm-lashed rocks for a shipwreck. I find luxury boring. I have never wanted to be passive, sedated by comfort, a rabbit caught in the headlights of endless on-tap entertainment. Life is too short, and I want to feel alive.

I would note, however, that my introduction to gold was quiet and unexpected. I was totally happy without it – too poor to own any and ignorant of the fact that it could still be found. But from first contact, wild gold whispered to me and wove a lifelong enchantment.

At first, I was simply enthralled by the very idea that gold and treasure were still out there, ownerless and available – finders keepers, more or less. It was like I had suddenly found out that Treasure Island was real and, even better, I had met someone who could take me there. As described in the brilliant lines by Robert Service, quoted earlier, from the very beginning I was haunted by gold and wanted to find some.

My first steps into the world of gold prospecting were careful and measured, like a toddler tottering over an unfamiliar floor. I would research a gold-bearing area, sort out the necessary permissions and then spend a day or two panning to see what it felt like. Did I like the place, could I find gold, were the people nice? And if it went well, it might be a year or two before I was tempted away to a new river. These small steps, each relaxing and pleasant, steadily improved my skill with a gold pan and built invaluable experience.

Gold is astonishingly good at hiding and it took me years to learn the language of water. And this is the real art of gold prospecting: to be able to ‘read’ a river. To stand quietly by the gentlest flow and visualize the river in flood, reading the signs for where the gold should be. Gold is so heavy that it will only move in a torrent, a sudden snowmelt or when a downpour raises the river water to frightening levels. I have watched these events and they are awesome – tree trunks and bushes tumbling along in the swirling, muddy current sweep away bridges. Huge rocks are torn from the deep riverbed and thump along like a giant’s footsteps. The whole valley trembles with the power of it all – the riotous anarchy of a river in flood. These are the times when the valley is worn deeper, and gold nuggets find a new home. Even years after the turmoil has subsided, a truly skilful prospector can see this – something like tracking a huge, enraged animal. I feel that this ability is close to being a martial art, as it is both learned and felt.

This is the Zen form of gold prospecting: to use only cheap and simple tools, and combine them with knowledge, skill and intuition. I have seen loud people arrive with a mountain of equipment and find nothing, in too much of a hurry to stop and contemplate the river, to listen, to read the riparian pages for clues. And it’s all there: the river’s full history is written in its banks if you learn how to read them.
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THE OLD MINES AND THE PROSPECTOR

‘Life shrinks or expands in proportion to one’s courage.’

—Anaïs Nin, The Diary of Anaïs Nin

The events that led to my unlikely meeting with a gold prospector unfolded slowly. It was a case of serendipity for which I am ever grateful. A terrifying experience, while exploring an old mine, led to my being more cautious when underground, and this prudence resulted in my meeting with the man who would open my mind to gold, and change my life.

At 19 years old, I was studying rocks and soils as part of a 3-year woodland management course. I soon found that geology fascinated me. But even more intriguing were the captivating minerals within ancient mine workings. Long before I had any idea that natural gold could still be found, I was delighted by the perfect symmetry of quartz crystals and the spectacular colours of the metallic copper ores. These minerals are the flowers of rocks, and I found them enthralling. In obedience to the laws of chemistry and crystallography, deep in the earth their petals silently unfold, and they are beautiful.

In pursuit of this new passion for weird and wonderful rocks, I hitch-hiked around Iceland and across southern Norway to collect specimens. In Iceland I sought the double-refractive spar, the sunstone once used by the Vikings as a navigation aid. (On cloudy days, the crystal takes the scattered rays of light and mutually aligns them. The light is then focused into two images, which is thought to have enabled these ancient seafarers to find the sun’s position.) I also wanted a sample of the stunning pearl-lustred mineral heulandite. There were few other travellers, and the Icelanders often gave me food or took me home to show me their way of life. A hunter once spent much of the afternoon showing me the rifles he used when out stalking seals or geese. It seemed to help that they thought my name was ancient Icelandic: the Kettle clan feature in their sagas.

In Norway I was after ruby-coloured pyrope garnets and hoped for a specimen of native silver from the Kongsberg mines. Again, the people were warm and welcoming, and this time they seemed to like that I was English. I had one long lift with an old man who quietly told me what it was like to live under occupation during the Second World War; he cried, many of his family had been killed.

My collection of mineral samples grew quickly, and I was pleased with it. But I soon discovered that scouring heaps of old mining waste for good specimens was a pretty hopeless task – hundreds of collectors had been there before me. However, underground was so much better. Few people ventured into an old mine’s maze of long-abandoned shafts and tunnels, so finding good samples here was relatively easy. As long as one had a reasonable knowledge of ropes and lights, and the ability to find the way out again, underground was definitely best.

I had learned basic rope work from the rock climbers at college, so was able to explore even quite difficult mines. I do have a fear of heights, which could have been a problem. But I was pleased to find that, when underground and blanketed in a darkness so thick I felt I could touch it, I could never see how high I was. My head-torch beam only ever lit the rock face in front of me. Thus, there was a curious illusion of safety. However, while confidence born of competence is a wonderful thing, over-confidence will get you killed.

With three friends, I went to an abandoned mine in the Borrowdale valley to find samples of the humble mineral graphite. We opted not to be roped together. At the time, climbers were divided on whether a party should be roped together or not. There were equally well-reported accounts of a falling climber pulling the others over the precipice with them, or conversely, the others saving the person who had fallen. Happily, the day had gone well, and on the way out we were relaxed about a vast shaft that had been cut near the mine’s entrance. The chasm stretched across the full width of the tunnel and there was no way around it. Nevertheless, it seemed easy to traverse, as there were plenty of hand- and footholds along the shaft’s rough side walls. Once the first man had reached the far side, I started my climb across.

I was a little over halfway when the suitcase-sized rock I was gripping came loose, and I started to fall backwards into the shaft. In a moment of God-given clarity, I twisted and pushed on the rock and sprang forwards. My arms and upper body just made it to the void’s edge and the first man dived to grab hold of me. Then, with the lower half of my body still hanging in the mineshaft, we listened in silence as the huge rock fell and fell. It crashed thunderously into the shaft’s walls as it plunged away into the darkness. Each violent contact made a chilling sonorous boom that echoed back up to us. Several seconds later, there was a long distant rumble as the rock finally came to rest.

Perhaps in shock or adrenalin-fuelled, we laughed and joked about it at the time, as the third man made a most careful – and roped – crossing. But later that night, in the quiet of my small room, the immensity of what had just happened terrified me. I lay quite still, while my mind replayed again and again the sound of the falling rock. But for the twist and leap, and my friend’s lightning reactions, I would still have been holding that rock during its descent – conscious until my body cushioned a blow with the side wall.

While still keen on minerology, and prepared to go collecting underground, I was now wiser and much more cautious. I read that the Carrock mine in Mosedale held three rare minerals that I wanted: wolframite, scheelite and apatite. But there was a problem: the mine was still being worked. I visited the site, met three of the miners and asked if I could go in. They said that officially I could not, but what I did when they weren’t there was up to me. While a little ambiguous, I felt that this was tacit approval. They were decent, interesting men, and I sat with them and watched as they lit a small fire and placed a sheet of corrugated iron above it. Then they poured a bucketful of glittering black sand – crushed wolframite – onto this hot plate to dry it. The work seemed very primitive. Either this ore of tungsten was really valuable, or these men were desperate, and I couldn’t work out which it was. I learned that they blasted the face of the massive, mineral-rich quartz vein they were working late in the afternoon, just before leaving. I decided to come back in the middle of the night, when the air was clear of fumes, and I would have a safe hour or so to look for mineral specimens.

At about 2am, I arrived at the newly shattered working face and was delighted. The explosives had fractured a huge white quartz vein that was criss-crossed with long blades of jet-black wolframite and pale-green hexagonal apatite crystals. But I hadn’t even started collecting a few samples, when two faint lights appeared in the tunnel far behind me. Suddenly unsure of my assumed permission, my mind raced through the options. There was still time to move deeper into the mine and hide. But an awful recollection of the nightmare-inducing mineshaft incident flashed into my mind, and I opted for honesty. I took a deep breath and walked back along the tunnel towards the oncoming lights – mea culpa. I would take whatever punishment they saw fit and hoped that my candour would mitigate its severity. As I walked, I did think it odd that the miners hadn’t mentioned a night shift.

When I reached them, I was surprised not to be greeted by a torrent of abuse. A hesitant conversation soon established that these two men were just mineral collectors like me and had no more right to be in the mine than I had. Like a comedy scene, on spotting each other’s lights, we had both nervously assumed that the other had authority and that there might be consequences for trespassers. How incredibly improbable that the three of us chose to visit this remote and tiny tungsten mine at the same time on the same night! But it proved to be a crucial encounter that nudged me onto a new course. This meeting changed my life and shaped all that was to follow for the next 50 years. Now feeling relaxed and with my specimens gathered, I was pleased to be invited back to the older man’s house a short drive away to join them for an early breakfast.

His home was old and beautiful – a large stone farmhouse with an enormous kitchen paved with dark-grey flagstones. We sat down to eat around a scrubbed wooden table beside a huge Welsh dresser. In place of bowls, plates, cups and saucers, the dresser was packed with rocks and multicoloured crystals; the display of museum-quality minerals arranged along its shelves was breathtaking. My eyes drifted across the collection, enjoying the beauty of each piece, and then came my Damascus moment. I was puzzled by an incongruous line of clear resin paperweights that sat along the very top of the dresser.

On seeing that I had noticed them, my host brought one down and carefully handed it to me. And there, embedded within the clear resin dome, was a constellation of gold. A glorious scatter of bright star-like flakes and iron-stained grains of rough dust were now suspended in the space between my hands. It was like looking into a crystal ball and seeing my future. Awed, I held the paperweight reverently in both hands as if it were fragile, totally absorbed in the magnitude of my first contact with natural wild gold.

I knew the history of gold-fevered hopefuls who had raced across the world during the great Victorian gold rushes. But that was over a hundred years ago. And yet the man beside me had found all this gold. I sat spellbound as the prospector took down each treasured paperweight, one at a time, and told me its fascinating story. On seeing that I was enthralled, this generous man then told me all the locations where he’d found the gold, one of which was in the stream below the very mine where we had just met.

It has been a lifelong regret to me that I didn’t make a note of this man’s name. He introduced me to gold prospecting and changed the course of my life. The circumstances of our first meeting, deep in the mine, were a little tense. However, there had been plenty of time to exchange addresses during breakfast later on, yet I had missed the opportunity. Regrets are usually for the things we have not done, and such is the case here.
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THE GOLD STAR

‘The alchemists in their search for gold discovered many other things of greater value.’

—Arthur Schopenhauer, Counsels and Maxims

The catering staff at my college must have been surprised to find three dustbin lids missing one morning. And possibly just as surprised when they reappeared two days later. After meeting the prospector in the mine the weekend before, I was now itching to go and try my hand at gold panning. This was during my third year of studying in England’s Lake District – a singularly beautiful area absolutely riddled with fascinating old mines. One of which, I now knew, was shedding a little natural gold into the river below.

With wellington boots and the improvised bin-lid gold pans safely stowed, a couple of friends and I signed out the college minibus and set off westwards towards the mountains. At that time, my family home was in the intensively farmed south of England – a predominantly lowland landscape of barren rye-grass fields that stretched across the southern countryside like oversized bowling greens. But up here in the north, ancient drystone walls, themselves rich in mosses and lichens, divided small fields of breathtaking beauty. Dozens of unfamiliar wildflowers were alive with bustling insects – such an abundance of life and energy. I revelled in the, to me, unfamiliar fecundity of ‘unimproved grassland’ and was delighted now to become acquainted with it. I soon found that I liked the people up here too. It seemed that their very character had been shaped by this mountainous and glaciated land, as were their distant Scandinavian ancestors. These were hardy folk, straight-talking and self-reliant, and they immediately had my respect.

The single-track road that winds and twists up into the Mosedale valley is exactly the sort of road that should lead to a gold mine. To its left flows a sparkling, crystal-clear river that splashes and tumbles back down and out of the valley. The rough potholed road is like a dark-grey mirror image of the river itself. It snakes between huge erratic boulders that were dropped as the last Ice Age ended, and the valley’s glacier receded. Up to the right, there are shrubby patches of exquisite juniper forest, and to the left, small, sodden flushes of sphagnum bog – where insect-eating sundew plants lie waiting for their prey. There is something primal about this dale, a striking natural beauty and sense that humans don’t come here much. Wilderness is rare in England, and this timeless valley is a gem.

That day, as we approached the mine at the end of the road, we chatted excitedly in the minibus, childlike, likening ourselves to the pioneers of the world’s great gold rushes. How pleasing is the innocent naivety of youth: the whole world is out there, fresh and ready to explore. This is one reason why I’ve always been happy to be referred to as ‘childlike’, even when it has not been meant as a compliment. To me, the term suggests an open mind and the confidence to play and explore. It intimates that the full weight of convention and the pressure to conform have not yet settled on someone and smothered their personality; whereas to be called ‘childish’ is another thing entirely.

The road might have been built solely to service this old mine. It was rough and, as nobody lived at the far end, otherwise pointless. It ended abruptly beside the last workings, where the main valley splits into two. The river sweeps away to the left and to the right a ragged ravine cuts up into the hillside. The mine itself was small, just a scatter of semi-derelict buildings and a steep scree of barren rocky waste, the signature of all ancient mines in these mountains. The mine’s dilapidated state was a tragedy, for a place so important to Britain during the two world wars and the Korean War in the early 1950s. The mine had produced vital supplies of tungsten – the metal used in armour-piercing ammunition and high-quality steel – but like a homeless veteran, ragged and forgotten, it now seemed an embarrassment to the authorities. The last miners were laid off in 1981, some years after our trip, and with a total disregard for the tiny mine’s industrial heritage, the whole site was levelled soon after my last visit.

At the time of this first visit, the ore deposit was still being worked, so we parked well away on a patch of short-cropped grass near the river. This time, there was a chance that the miners might object to visitors and we thought it best not to crowd them. The intrusion by a noisy band of claim-jumping greenhorns might prove to be too much. However, if they were watching us that day, I suspect that baffled amusement was more likely. The comical sight of three scruffy youths pulling metal dustbin lids out of the back of their vehicle, and then racing down to the river’s edge, must have been at least a little entertaining.

It was late spring, the snow had gone from all but the most northerly facing crags and the air seemed amazingly clean. The sun had a brightness and warmth, almost forgotten during the long, dark months of winter. Arriving at the riverbank, we found the water deeper and less inviting than we had imagined. Recent rain had seeped through the blankets of peat bog that lined the valley bottom and stained the water a light brown. But the main thing that stopped us and caused doubt to enter our minds for the first time was where to start … We now knew that tiny flecks of natural gold from the quartz veins high above us had worked their way down into the river’s sands and gravels – but where? In the college bar the evening before, it had all seemed so easy. I had watched cowboy films in which prospectors just washed gravel and then picked out the gold. But now, while we stood gazing at the river and the thousands of tons of sand and gravel scattered along the valley bottom, a reality far colder than the water itself washed over us.

Fairly quickly, we decided to give the main river a miss, as it looked too difficult. A tiny stream flowed down past the mine before joining the river, and this little beck seemed much more approachable. Besides which, we reasoned, it was more likely to have caught gold as it cut through the mountain exactly below the mineralized veins. The small and manageable banks of gravel also seemed less daunting.

Standing in the stream’s small pools of bright water, we dipped the dustbin lids low and scooped in as much gravel and streambed sand with our hands as we could lift. There was an easy, natural rhythm to swirling everything around and letting the larger stones wash over the dustbin lid’s rim, but no gold appeared. We tried again and again for over an hour, but not a solitary speck of gold revealed itself in any of our makeshift pans. We were mystified. Albeit improvised, we had gold-panning equipment and were in a gold-bearing stream – so why no gold?

My two companions decided to give up on panning and went back to the main river, saying they might have a quick swim instead. Slightly upstream there was a fabulous place where the river had worn a plate of hard rock into a long chute that plunged down into a deep pool. For a moment I thought about joining them. But I remembered holding those paperweights: I had cupped gold fragments from this mine in my hands. Somewhere close, possibly right under my feet, lay dust or flakes and maybe even little nuggets, and I wanted to find some.

Working alone felt easier, as I could focus on my washing technique and the stream around me. When small clouds of muddy silt washed from my pan, tiny fish approached, perhaps hoping some grub or worm would float down to them. A pair of dippers went past and totally ignored me – beautiful chocolate-brown birds with a white breast. A little while later, a small group of the native Herdwick sheep wandered down to drink or watch me, I wasn’t sure which. This was so very different from the hard, dark and dangerous underground world of mineral collecting – bucolic and safe, with sunshine, fresh air and a host of welcome visitors.

I worked steadily for another hour or so, enjoying the rhythm and peace of it all. I found that I was getting more heavy stones left in my pan as my washing technique improved, but still no gold. Then something rather wonderful happened. A ring ouzel appeared and sat flicking its tail on a large rock just upstream of me. This blackbird-like thrush, with its white bib and desolate song that has none of a blackbird’s rich melody, makes its home in the mountains. I had never seen one before, nor have I since, which is surprising given how much time I’ve spent in similar places. Perhaps the American mink that escaped, or were released, from fur farms into the countryside now kill them.

The magical bird flew off, and I looked up to see a young woman and child approaching. They were weaving their way down through the tangled clumps of last year’s dead bracken; this year’s lime-green fronds were just starting to uncoil. They watched without comment for a minute or so; then the woman settled down and started talking to me. Sitting in a long, loose dress with her knees pulled up and her arms wrapped around her boy, she told me how much she liked this place and how good it was to bring her son here. After avoiding the obvious question for a few minutes, she finally asked me what on earth I was doing. I had been ready to be defensive, but there was a gentleness to her and no hint of mockery. So, while feeling that I was giving away a great secret akin to the treasure of the Sierra Madre, I told her all about the mine and the gold. And how I was sure that gold was in this stream somewhere, and why I had chosen to use a dustbin lid as a gold pan. She stayed awhile, watching quietly, and then took her child and wandered off. Later, when I had finished and went up to my rucksack, I found that she had left me a tiny gold star taken from the bracelet she was wearing. There was also a short note on a scrap of torn cardboard: ‘Now you have gold!’

And indeed I had. Already I loved this gold prospecting. I felt energized by the optimism of that first day, the rough and tumble of it all and the quiet time. I was enchanted by feeling at one with the stream itself, and with my visitors – the dippers and ring ouzel, the inquisitive Herdwicks and the quiet young woman and her child. I felt that a door had just opened for me. I liked nestling into the streamside with its ferns and cropped grassy bank, with boulders splashed white with the dippers’ droppings, and my absurd gold pan and water-filled wellies – I felt at home. I was hunting without killing, and it didn’t matter to me that I had failed to find even the tiniest speck of gold.

On the way home, I sat quietly in the back as the minibus bumped along down the valley and then away eastwards, towards the sprawling college. I wanted to think. I had a growing sense of a new purpose in life; a golden seed was stirring in the earth of my mind. I knew already that my passion for collecting minerals had been eclipsed by this elusive yellow metal. I marvelled that ‘gold fever’ was so easily caught. I took out the small gold star and studied it closely. Then looked at the scrap of cardboard with its all-too-brief note, and sighed. Again, I had failed to exchange details and wished that I had asked for her name.
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FIRST GOLD

‘You will be thrilled, and there is no other thrill to compare with it, when you find gold glittering in your pan.’

—Lois de Lorenzo, Gold Fever and the Art of Panning and Sluicing

During the weeks that followed the extraordinary meeting with the gold prospector and my enchantment with the precious metal, my studies suffered and I came second to last in my final-year exams – something I was not happy about. Nevertheless, the siren call of gold held me in a glittering dream, longing for the end of term and the chance to go prospecting again. But this time it would be different, I promised myself: I would be in a river absolutely full of gold, Bonanza-rich. And the dustbin lid would stay at home, serving only its designed purpose, for I would be properly equipped with a real gold pan!

I recalled how the first paperweight that had been gently taken down from the huge Welsh dresser contained, appropriately, Welsh gold – some bright grains and a small, rough nugget. The prospector had found them in the mountains of Snowdonia and surprised me by describing exactly where. His directions seemed Tolkienesque: to go to Dolgellau, a market town set back from a large sandy estuary and then follow the main river far upstream. A narrow single-track road would lead me through a dark forest of massive conifers and I should continue along it as the river climbed up into ancient oak woodland. Here, a second river joined the main flow and both plunged over high cliffs. On the narrow isthmus, just below the waterfalls and before the two rivers converge, there was an abandoned gold mine. He told me that his gold had been found exactly below those old mine buildings. While this might sound fanciful, his directions turned out to be true and would not be the only time an incredible story led me to find gold.

Although I had very little money, I already had some skill in bushcraft and could live frugally. My plan was to hitch-hike to Snowdonia and then to live rough in the oak woods for as long as my food lasted. I rather liked hitch-hiking and enjoyed the serendipity of a series of random encounters that sooner or later would bring me to my desired destination. Also, the people who stopped to give me a lift had mostly turned out to be interesting and generous. So, after the long trips around Iceland and across Norway, I thought that getting over to Wales would be a piece of cake and I hoped to arrive there later the same day.

The morning went well and I travelled over England easily, being given long lifts by cheerful people. But in the early afternoon I crossed the border into Wales, and it started to rain. Hitch-hiking became hopeless, as even the kind people who usually offered lifts didn’t want a wet traveller and his sodden pack in the car. As dusk fell I gave up and looked for a safe place to sleep overnight.

I had noticed an empty road worker’s hut propped up on pallets. While the door was securely locked, I reasoned that I could sleep comfortably out of the rain underneath the hut itself. A thousand mosquitoes had had the same idea. It was a wretched night, made worse by the steady rain finally forming a small stream that ran through my rough bed.

The next morning dawned bright. I was cheered by the promise of a lovely day and crawled out, hoping to dry off quickly in the early sun. I had received a few bites on my face during the night and the one on my eyelid had swollen so much that the eye was half-closed. I made my way back to the road and resumed trying to hitch a ride. A couple of cars slowed as if to stop and then, when close, sped off again. Initially, I put this down to a playful mischief on the part of the drivers. But then I realized that it was more likely to be because I looked like a smallpox victim – well, chickenpox at least. I was wondering how to deal with this when I met a tall, cheerful young Dutchman who was also hitch-hiking to North Wales. We walked and talked together for a couple of hours, and having had no joy at getting a lift, decided to stop in a roadside café for a late breakfast.

I like Dutch people and have generally found them to be great optimists and, helpfully, to be excellent English speakers – this man was both. He was, however, louder than the dozen or so other customers having breakfast. This hardly mattered as we chatted away, until I asked him what he did for a living.

‘My father and I fuck hamsters,’ he said breezily.

I froze, stunned with embarrassment and the café fell silent. I stared at him and whispered, ‘You don’t, really you don’t!’, my mind reeling in an attempt to make sense of his highly unlikely statement.

‘Yes, we do!’ he protested.

Suddenly I understood, and desperate for him not to repeat his earlier assertion, I urged, ‘Breed! You breed hamsters!’

He shrugged. ‘It’s the same thing.’

I tried to explain that it most certainly was not and hurried to finish my breakfast. I needed to get away from the room full of people who were now quietly listening for the next stunning confession from the bedraggled, spotty youth with a droopy eye, or his perverted friend.

Outside, we parted and I continued to make my way across Wales, content to be alone. I had learned to speak Welsh as a boy, but progress was slow as by now I had forgotten how, and I couldn’t pronounce the name of the village I was trying to get to – Ganllwyd. Being able to say where you want to go is a basic need when hitch-hiking. But the fates were kind and by nightfall I had muddled my way to the southern edge of Snowdonia and made a much more comfortable camp beside a river within a grove of enormous western red cedars.

The Afon Mawddach was even more beautiful than the Lakeland prospector had said it was. Alongside this mighty river, a narrow, metalled road threaded an almost parallel course up into the valley. As I walked along it, I noticed that the road’s edges were crumbling, as if nature was anxious to reclaim this place. In no hurry, I dawdled, enjoying the patterns of ever-changing light. The road ran through patches of brilliant sunlight, then plunged into deep shadow beneath huge conifers – pines, more cedars, and European and Douglas firs. The steep-sided valley had provided the shelter that these wonderful trees needed to reach such a great size.

The cool forest smelled of morning at first, earthy as the damp ground and thick layer of fallen conifer needles scented the air. Then, as the sun rose higher and its early summer strength bore down upon the upper canopy, the trees’ foliage released the perfumes of honey-sweet resin. These filtered down to me on warm drafts of air through the tangled branches. Pleasing and evocative – I was reminded of a family holiday in southern France, camping on a beach among umbrella pines.

The silent road weaved its way upstream, while alongside it, the noisy river was largely hidden from view by thick rhododendron bushes. Not able to see it as I walked, I could nevertheless hear the many sounds of moving water; an aquatic symphony, slowly changing as I passed rapids and small waterfalls. When the might of the river was hushed as it moved sluggishly across deep stretches, it seemed that the full orchestra had paused for a soloist to perform. Only then could I hear the high trilling notes of a tiny rivulet as it bubbled and splashed down to join the main current – a virtuoso pianist in the never-ending concert. At last, sorry to break the musical spell but frustrated at not being able to see what I was hearing, I left the road to push through the bushes and look.

Way downstream, this river was much like any other. It meandered through rich grassy meadows grazed by tail-flicking cattle lazily looking for shade. A broad expanse of calm water, its surface was scuffed with breeze-ripples and edged abruptly with a thin line of water-worn boulders and yellow flag iris. Beyond this colourful margin the acres of verdant, flower-rich pasture began. But up here in the forest, the young river was vibrant and cut through the tree-covered mountainside with all the energy of an athletic 20-year-old.

When I’d struggled through the dense tangle of rhododendrons, I came out onto a small beach. A pair of goosander ducks panicked and burst from the water. Flying low, they quickly disappeared up through a gorge. Here before me, the whole river was forced through a narrow
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