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For my beautiful mother, the first person I ever saw wearing gold, and for my father, who paid for it.




Glossary of Terms

Fiat money is a term you will hear a lot in this book. It means national currencies – the dollar, pound, euro or yen, for example – that are not backed by anything tangible, just law. Under a gold standard the pound and dollar were backed by and exchangeable for gold. Now they have no backing, except the law, so they are fiat – meaning ‘by decree’.

Weights and Measures:

In general terms, I have tried to use the measure that is the most digestible. This has resulted in an inconsistent but workable mix of metric and traditional. For large measures I use metric tonnes, but for smaller amounts I tend to use ounces, as they are the more universal measure for gold. Sometimes, for the sake of clarity, I use both. For example, I might say: 1 kg/32 oz.

To help you visualise these numbers: an ounce of gold would be about the same size as a typical large chocolate coin, or a USB flash drive. A tonne of gold, meanwhile, would be about the size of a beachball, albeit one you couldn’t lift, or a medium-sized suitcase – 1.8 cubic feet/52 litres. If it were a cube, it would have sides just under 15 inches/37.5 centimetres.

By the way, when I say an ounce or oz, I am referring to a troy ounce, which is the measure used for metal. A troy ounce is actually slightly heavier than a normal ounce. Don’t ask. Long story.

Also, except where precise figures are required, I use round numbers. There are 32,151 troy ounces in a tonne, but 32,000 makes easier reading.




1.

The Eternal Metal


‘Gold will be slave or master’

Horace



In 2021, a metal detectorist with the eyebrow-raising name of Ole Ginnerup Schytz dug up a hoard of Viking gold in a field in Denmark. The gold was just as it was when it was buried 1,500 years before, if a little dirtier. The same goes for the jewellery unearthed at the Varna Necropolis in Bulgaria in 1972. The beads, bracelets, rings and necklaces are as good as when they were buried 6,700 years ago.

In the Egyptian Museum in Cairo, there is a golden tooth bridge – a gold wire used to bind teeth and dental implants – made over 4,000 years ago. It could go in your mouth today.

No other substance is as long-lasting as gold – not diamonds, not tungsten carbide, not boron nitride. Gold does not corrode; it does not tarnish or decay; it does not break down over time. This sets it apart from every other substance. Iron rusts, wood rots, silver tarnishes. Gold never changes. Left alone, it stays itself. And it never loses its shine – how about that?

Despite its permanence, you can shape this enormously ductile metal into pretty much anything. An ounce of gold can be stretched into a wire 50 miles long or plate a copper wire 1,000 miles long. It can be beaten into a leaf just one atom thick.1 Yet there is one thing you cannot do and that is destroy it. Life may be temporary, but gold is permanent. It really is forever.

This means that all the gold that has ever been mined, estimated to be 216,000 tonnes, still exists somewhere. Put together it would fit into a cube with 22-metre sides. Visualise a square building seven storeys high - and that would be all the gold ever.

With some effort, you can dissolve gold in certain chemical solutions, alloy it with other metals, or even vaporise it. But the gold will always be there.2 It is theoretically possible to destroy gold through nuclear reactions and other such extreme methods, but in practical terms, gold is, as Spandau Ballet famously sang, indestructible. It is the closest thing we have on earth to immortality.

Perhaps that is why almost every ancient culture we know of associated gold with the eternal. The Egyptians believed the flesh of gods was made of gold, and that it gave you safe passage into the afterlife. In Greek myth, the Golden Apples of the Hesperides, which Hercules was sent to retrieve, conferred immortality on whoever ate them. The South Americans saw gold as the link between humanity and the cosmos. They were not far wrong.

Gold was present in the dust that formed the solar system. It sits in the earth’s crust today, just as it did when our planet was formed some 4.6 billion years ago. That little bit of gold you may be wearing on your finger or around your neck is actually older than the earth itself. In fact, it is older than the solar system. To touch gold is as close as you will ever come to touching eternity.

And yet the world’s most famous investor is not impressed.

‘It gets dug out of the ground in Africa, or some place,’ said Warren Buffett. ‘Then we melt it down, dig another hole, bury it again and pay people to stand around guarding it. It has no utility. Anyone watching from Mars would be scratching their head.’3

He’s right. Gold does nothing. It does not even pay a yield. It just sits there inert. We use other metals to construct things, cut things or conduct things, but gold’s industrial uses are minimal. It is a good conductor of electricity, but copper and silver are better and cheaper. It has some use in dentistry, medical applications and nanotechnology. It is finding more and more use in outer space – back whence it came – where it is used to coat spacecraft, astronauts’ visors and heat shields. But, in the grand scheme of things, these uses are paltry.

Gold’s only purpose is to store and display prosperity. It is dense and tangible wealth: pure money.

Though you may not realise it, we still use gold as money today. Not so much as a medium to exchange value but store it.

In 1850, about 27 per cent of all the gold in the world was in the form of gold coinage and central bank or government reserves. Today, even with the gold standard long since dead, ‘the percentage is about the same’.4

The most powerful nation on earth, the United States, keeps 70 per cent of its foreign exchange holdings in gold.5 Its great rival, China, is both the world’s largest producer and the world’s largest importer. It has built up reserves that, as we shall discover, are likely as great as the USA’s. Ordinary people and institutions the world over use gold to store wealth. Across myriad cultures gold is gifted at landmark life events – births and weddings – because of its intrinsic value.

In fact, gold’s purchasing power has increased over the millennia, as human beings have grown more productive. The same ounce of gold said by economic historians to have bought King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon 350 loaves of bread could buy you more than 1,000 loaves today. The same gold dinar (roughly ⅛ oz) that, in the time of the Koran in the seventh century, bought you a lamb would buy you three lambs today. Those same four or five aurei (¾ oz) which bought you a fine linen tunic in ancient Rome would buy you considerably more clothing today.6

In 1972, 0.06 ounces of gold would buy you a barrel of oil. Here we are in 2024 and a barrel of oil costs 0.02 ounces of gold – it’s significantly cheaper than it was fifty years ago.

House prices, too, if you measure them in gold, have stayed constant. It is only when they are measured in fiat currency that they have appreciated so relentlessly (and destructively).

In other words, an ounce of gold buys you as much, and sometimes more, food, clothing, energy and shelter as it did ten years ago, a hundred years ago or even thousands of years ago. As gold lasts, so does its purchasing power. You cannot say the same about modern national currencies.

Rare and expensive to mine, the supply of gold is constrained. This is in stark contrast to modern money – electronic, debt-based fiat money to give it its full name – the supply of which multiplies every year as governments spend and borrowing balloons.

As if by Natural Law, gold supply has increased at the same rate as the global population – roughly 3 per cent per annum. The population of the world has slightly more than doubled since 1971. So has gold supply. The correlation has held for centuries, except for one fifty-year period during the gold rushes of the late nineteenth century, when gold supply per capita increased.7

Gold has the added attraction of being beautiful. It shines and glistens and sparkles. It captivates and allures. The word ‘gold’ derives from the Sanskrit ‘jval’, meaning ‘to shine’. That’s why we use it as jewellery – to show off our wealth and success, as well as to store it. Indeed, in nomadic prehistory, and still in parts of the world today, carrying your wealth on your person as jewellery was the safest way to keep it.

The universe has given us this captivatingly beautiful, dense, inert, malleable, scarce, useless and permanent substance whose only use is to be money. To quote historian Peter Bernstein, ‘nothing is as useless and useful all at the same time’.8

But after thousands of years of gold being official money, in the early twentieth century there was a seismic shift. Neither the British, German nor French government had enough gold to pay for the First World War. They abandoned gold backing to print the money they needed. In the inter-war years, nations briefly attempted a return to gold standards, but they failed. The two prevailing monetary theories clashed: gold-backed versus state-issued currency. Gold standard advocates, such as Montagu Norman, Governor of the Bank of England, considered gold to be one of the key pillars of a free society along with property rights and habeas corpus. ‘We have gold because we cannot trust governments,’ said President Herbert Hoover in 1933.9 This was a sentiment echoed by one of the founders of the London School of Economics, George Bernard Shaw – to whom I am grateful for demonstrating that it is possible to have a career as both a comedian and a financial writer. ‘You have to choose (as a voter)’ he said, ‘between trusting to the natural stability of gold and the natural stability of the honesty and intelligence of the members of the Government … I advise you, as long as the Capitalist system lasts, to vote for gold.’10

On the other hand, many, such as economist John Maynard Keynes, advocated the idea of fiat currency to give government greater control over the economy and the ability to manipulate the money supply. Keynes put fixation with gold in the Freudian realms of sex and religion. The gold standard, he famously said after the First World War – and rightly, as it turned out – was ‘already a barbarous relic’.11 Freud himself related fascination with gold to the erotic fantasies and interests of early childhood.

Needless to say, Keynes and fiat money prevailed. By the end of the 1930s, most of Europe had left the gold standard. The US followed, but not completely until 1971, in order to meet the ballooning costs of its welfare system and its war in Vietnam.

But compare both gold’s universality (everyone everywhere knows gold has value) and its purchasing power to national currencies and you have to wonder why we don’t use it officially today. There is a very good reason: power.

Sticking to the discipline of the gold standard means governments can’t just create money or run deficits to the same extent. Instead, they have to rein in their spending, which they are not prepared to do, especially in the twenty-first century, when they make so many promises to win elections. Balanced books, let alone independent money, have become an impossibility. If you seek an answer as to why the state has grown so large in the west, look no further than our system of money. When one body in a society has the power to create money at no cost to itself, it is inevitable that that body will grow disproportionately large. So it is in the twenty-first century, where state spending in many social democracies is now not far off 50 per cent of GDP, sometimes higher.

Many arguments about gold will quickly slide into a political argument about the role of government. It is a deeply political metal. Those who favour gold tend to favour small government, free markets and individual responsibility. I count myself in that camp. Those who dismiss it tend to favour large government and state planning.

I have argued many times that money is the blood of a society. It must be healthy. So much starts with money. Values, morals, behaviour, ambitions, manners, even family size. Money must be sound and true. At the moment it is neither. Gold, however, is both. ‘Because gold is honest money it is disliked by dishonest men,’ said former Republican Congressman Ron Paul.12 As Dorothy is advised in The Wizard of Oz (which was, as we shall discover, part allegory), maybe the time has come to once again ‘follow the yellow brick road’.

On the other hand, maybe the twilight of gold has arrived, as Niall Ferguson argued in his history of debt and money, The Cash Nexus. Gold’s future, he said, is ‘mainly as jewellery’ or ‘in parts of the world with primitive or unstable monetary and financial systems’.13 Gold may have been money for 5,000 years, or even 50,000 years, but so was the horse a means of transport, and then along came the motor car.

A history of gold is inevitably a history of money, but it is also a history of greed, obsession and ambition. Gold is beautiful. Gold is compelling. It is wealth in its purest, most distilled form. ‘Gold is a child of Zeus,’ runs the ancient Greek lyric. ‘Neither moth nor rust devoureth it; but the mind of man is devoured by this supreme possession.’14 Perhaps that’s why Thomas Edison said gold was ‘an invention of Satan’.15 Wealth, and all the emotions that come with it, can do strange things to people.

Gold has led people to do the most brilliant, the most brave, the most inventive, the most innovative and the most terrible things. ‘More men have been knocked off balance by gold than by love,’ runs the saying, usually attributed to Benjamin Disraeli. Where gold is concerned, emotion, not logic, prevails. Even in today’s markets it is a speculative asset whose price is driven by greed and fear, not by fundamental production numbers.

Its gleam has drawn man across oceans, across continents and into the unknown. It lured Jason and the Argonauts, Alexander the Great, numerous Caesars, da Gama, Cortés, Pizarro and Raleigh. Brilliant new civilisations have emerged as a result of the quest for gold, yet so have slavery, war, deceit, death and devastation. Describing the gold mines of ancient Egypt, the historian Diodorus Siculus wrote, ‘there is absolutely no consideration nor relaxation for sick or maimed, for aged man or weak woman. All are forced to labour at their tasks until they die, worn out by misery amid their toil.’16 His description could apply to many an illegal mine in Africa today.

The English critic John Ruskin told a story of a man who boarded a ship with all his money: a bag of gold coins. Several days into the voyage a terrible storm blew up. ‘Abandon ship!’ came the cry. The man strapped his bag around his waist and jumped overboard, only to sink to the bottom of the sea. ‘Now,’ asked Ruskin, ‘as he was sinking – had he the gold? Or had the gold him?’17

As the Chinese proverb goes, ‘The miser does not own the gold; the gold owns the miser.’

Gold may be a dead metal. Inert, unchanging and lifeless. But its hold over humanity never relents. It has adorned us since before the dawn of civilisation and, as money, underpinned economies ever since. Desire for it has driven mankind forwards, the prime impulse for quest and conquest, for exploration and discovery. From its origins in the hearts of dying stars to its quiet presence today beneath the machinery of modern finance, gold has seen it all. How many secrets does this silent witness keep? This book tells the story of gold. It unveils the schemes, intrigues and forces that have shaped our world in the relentless pursuit of this ancient asset, which, even in this digital age, still wields immense power.




2.

The Ancient Genesis of Gold


‘Gold makes the ugly beautiful’

Molière



Plato and Aristotle both thought you could make gold by mixing sunlight with water. Alchemists thought you could get it from lead.

Scientists think they actually witnessed gold being created in 2017.

Two neutron stars, 130 million light years away, each the size of a city yet heavier than the sun, collided in a colossal explosion known as a kilonova.1 Enormous amounts of energy were released in the form of gravitational waves and electromagnetic radiation, including visible light, all observed by telescopes around the world as it rippled through space-time to earth.

By the metals’ reflective properties, astronomers estimated the amount of heavy elements produced by the collision. Something like 16,000 earth masses of material hurtled into space, creating ‘10 times the Earth’s mass in gold and platinum alone’.2 (Gold, by the way, makes up about one-billionth of the earth’s mass, and most of that is still in the planet’s core.)

‘A significant fraction, maybe half, maybe more, of the heavy elements in the Universe are actually produced by this kind of collision,’ says physicist Patrick Sutton.3 Scientists argue that in the extreme heat and pressure inside neutron stars, atomic nuclei grab on to free neutrons in a process called ‘neutron capture’. The resulting nuclear reactions then lead to the formation of gold. When these neutron stars eventually die, they explode as supernovae and disperse the gold and other elements into space.

Perhaps the ancient South Americans were not so wrong to see gold as the tears of the sun.

Our solar system (the sun and everything that orbits it) is believed to have formed from the cloud of gas and dust – a so-called solar nebula – produced by one such stellar collision. Small, solid objects – planetesimals – then formed in a process known as accretion, as gravitational attraction pulled the small particles together. These planetesimals grew through continued accretion and collision to eventually form the planets. Thus did gold make its way into the earth’s crust.

Though rare, gold can be found in high concentrations in certain meteorites, known as ‘carbonaceous chondrites’, which formed in the early solar nebula. As such, additional gold has been brought here via asteroids and meteorites over the aeons.

So, gold is in fact older than the solar system; it is as old as stardust.

A Primal Instinct


‘The desire for gold is the most universal and deeply rooted commercial instinct of the human race’

Gerald Loeb, trader4



As prehistoric man hunted and gathered his way through the Stone Age, thousands of years before the dawn of civilisation, he would have come across native metals – the metals that occur in nature in a relatively pure state: silver, tin, lead, iron, copper and gold. Gold was, says geochemist R. W. Boyle, the very first metal he used, ‘the first metal known to the early hominids and humankind’.5 Is that so?

The earliest known gold artefacts date back about 6,700 years to the Neolithic period – jewellery discovered by accident in 1972 in graves near Varna, Bulgaria: beads, rings, brooches, crowns, necklaces, amulets, even a gold phallus cover, with holes for threads to tie it on, presumably to emphasise the owner’s status as a leading procreator. All show considerable craft, demonstrating that humans had been working with gold for many years already. The gold is heavy too, weighing over 1.5 kg/48 oz, and pure. This treasure predates smelting, the Bronze Age and the use of lead, tin and iron, which all began around 5,000 years ago. The Varna discovery is not just evidence of early gold use, it shows us that wealth accumulation, social structure, specialisation and trade networks already existed.

There are examples of copper tools, beads and awls that are older – in Iraqi caves dating back perhaps 11,000 years – but that does not necessarily mean man was using copper first. It is sadly a recurring theme throughout history, from tomb robbers in Egypt to conquistadors in South America, that wherever people have found gold, they have tended to melt it down and resmelt it, placing greater value on the raw material than on the craft, so most evidence of early gold use has been erased. (This also means that little bit of gold wrapped around your finger might once have adorned the head of a pharaoh or the neck of a hominid hunter-gatherer. You never know.)

Small bits of native gold have been found in ancient Spanish caves that were inhabited 40,000 years ago in the late Palaeolithic period.6 Were they used as jewellery or tokens perhaps? If so, this would be the earliest known use of any metal. There is no such evidence of copper, though it’s unlikely the copper would have survived so long without disintegrating.

Which metal did we actually use first – copper, gold or perhaps even silver? I want to say gold. Of course, I do. But we’ll call it a dead heat. Either way the earliest use of metal was as jewellery.

Stone Age man found gold in river beds – glistening nuggets in the sediment, relatively easy to spot. Alluvial gold was more plentiful then than it is now – centuries of human scavenging have depleted the supply – and it will have compelled Stone Age man just as it compels us today. It was easy to shape into beads and other basic jewellery. There was no need for heat, just a rock to pound it with. As well as for decoration, gold would have been used as reward: as an expression of gratitude, as a gift, as a prize, even as a tool of barter. In other words, we were using it just as we use it today: to display, store and exchange value. Even in prehistory, gold was performing the monetary role it has always performed – and always will.

Stone Age man had the same basic emotions as we do today – fear, desire, love, hate, greed – which derive from our most basic instinct: survival. First, you must find water, food, clothing and shelter, for yourself and for those close to you. Then there is the urge to ensure the survival of your species: to reproduce. What frequently goes unmentioned, though, is our instinct for beauty and the emotions it inspires. What we find beautiful is often good for us in some way – the sound of running water, an open landscape with varied animal and plant life, a fit and healthy potential mate. The experience of beauty correlates with activity in the emotional brain – in the medial orbito-frontal cortex. This region of the brain lights up when we see beauty, whether in art, music or even mathematics. We find gold beautiful. As a symbol of accomplishment, it indicates, among other things, reproductive fitness: ‘Look at me, I can get this rare and shiny substance.’ It also denotes status. In the words of the ancient Greek sophist Hippias, ‘The beautiful, is nothing else but gold … even what before appears ugly will appear beautiful when adorned with gold.’7 Molière said something similar.

Beauty has long been associated by philosophers with truth and goodness. ‘Beauty is truth, truth beauty,—that is all / Ye know on earth,’ said John Keats.8 Beauty is not just aesthetic but an indicator of deeper truth and moral goodness. This is why we find symmetry, proportion and harmony – all mathematical concepts – beautiful: they reflect an underlying order or ‘truth’ in nature. Indeed, the Egyptians used the most perfect of geometric figures, the circle, as a symbol for this most perfect and noblest of the metals.

Gold’s association with goodness is one of the most common metaphors in literature, no matter what language. In English we talk of golden ages, golden boys, golden rules and hearts of gold. The ‘golden thread’, given to Theseus by his lover Ariadne to help him escape the Minotaur’s labyrinth, symbolises wisdom and guidance. In Arthurian legend, the Holy Grail was a golden symbol of God’s grace. In Hercules’ quest for Zeus’s golden apples, gold is a symbol of incorruptible purity and purpose. Frodo’s mission to destroy the Ring of Power is a twist on this convention (the ring is evil even if Frodo’s quest is pure). Today, the young student gets a gold star, the athlete a gold medal. It is a symbol of achievement. ‘The finest compliment you can pay a man’, said daredevil Evel Knievel, ‘is that his word was as good as gold.’

Almost every early civilisation, whether Sumerian, Akkadian, Assyrian, Babylonian, Indus Valley, Chinese or Egyptian, prized and utilised gold extensively. The same applies to pretty much every civilisation since. You could take a time machine to any society at any point in history, and they would instinctively understand that gold has value. It is a truly universal money which transcends culture and time. Our instinct for gold is more than just learned behaviour. It is primal. So, too, are the emotions gold inspires.

Now regarded as one of the cradles of civilisation, the first cities evolved around 4000 BC in Sumer, southern Mesopotamia. There, ‘Sumerian jewellery fulfilled practically all the ornamental functions which were to occur during the course of history,’ says jewellery historian Guido Gregorietti.9 ‘In fact, there were more different types of jewellery than there are today.’ High levels of skill in engraving, relief, filigree, lost-wax casting and granulation are all evident. The archaeologist Sir Leonard Woolley, who spent at least twelve years at excavations in Ur in Sumer, said, ‘Its craftsmen possessed a knowledge and technical skill which few have ever rivalled.’10

Where did the gold come from? Much is thought to have come from placer deposits in the upper Tigris and Euphrates, and some from the Zagros Mountains to the east in Persia. Much came via trade. One tablet mentions Dilmun, an ancient kingdom surrounding modern-day Bahrain, another Pakistan. Gold also came from Egypt, where it could be found in the rich alluvial deposits along the upper reaches of the Nile in Nubia and in the many mines between the river and Red Sea. These were probably the source of King Solomon’s gold, too.

References to the geological setting of gold at this time are sparse, but the most ancient of geological maps known shows gold in Egypt,11 and the first mention of gold in the Bible (Genesis 2:10–12) points to alluvial gold:


10 And a river went out of Eden to water the garden; and from thence it was parted, and became into four heads.

11 The name of the first is Pison: that is it which compasseth the whole land of Havilah, where there is gold;

12 And the gold of that land is good.



In this case, ‘good’ means ‘pure’.

Gold’s Link to the Divine


‘No other object has commanded so much veneration over such a long period of time’

Peter Bernstein, historian12



Today, we know of around ninety metals. Until the thirteenth century, we knew of just seven: gold, silver, copper, tin, lead, iron and mercury. (Actually, we also knew about zinc, antimony and arsenic, but they were not considered metals.) There were seven known celestial bodies, and each became associated with a metal: the ‘mysterious’ moon with silver; Mars, rusty and blood-red, with iron; Mercury with its fluid namesake; Jupiter with tin; Venus with copper; Saturn with lead. Alchemists would even refer to metals by their planetary names – a nod to each metal’s essence So lead, for example, was Saturn. Gold was, inevitably, associated with the sun. Alchemists would call it ‘Sol’.

Each of the seven metals claimed a day of the week, too. Silver Monday, iron Tuesday, mercury Wednesday. Gold’s day, of course, was Sunday.

The number seven was pre-eminent in the ancient mind: planets, metals, days.

To the ancient Greeks, the sun was a golden chariot driven across the sky each day by the god Apollo. The Egyptian sun god, Ra, was depicted as a yellow blaze of gold. The Latin word for gold, ‘aurum’, means glowing dawn, and derives from Aurora, the goddess of dawn, who rose each morning to announce the sun’s arrival. The root of the words by which the Celts and Greeks referred to gold is the Sanskrit ‘harat’, which means ‘colour of the sun’.

Early alchemists thought the centre of the earth was an inferno produced by the rays of the seven known planets upon the earth. Thus, Apollo (the sun) gave rise to gold, Diana (the moon) to silver, Mars to iron and so on.

There are even whispers of an ancient and superior culture which preceded us, and of aliens landing on earth thousands of years ago in great spaceships, which the ancients took to be chariots of the gods. They came for gold, and they bred humans to mine it for them. Among the things they left behind them on earth were the pyramids. There is some evidence that the capstones on top of the pyramids – the pyramidia – were gilded with a thin layer of gold or electrum (gold-silver alloy),13 which would have had all sorts of celestial and religious connotations. It would be remiss of me not to mention that this version of events is disputed.

While silver, like the moon, was perceived as feminine – intuitive, enigmatic, reflective – gold was a masculine metal, bold and dominant, strong and powerful, connected not just with the sun but with the lion. This association lives on today, from the lion rampant (standing on its hind legs) found on so many family crests to the three gold lions on the English coat of arms. Gold represented wealth, prosperity, authority and charisma. It was a symbol of knowledge and enlightenment, its radiant qualities mirroring the illumination provided by the sun. Scholars and sages adorned themselves with it to reflect their intellectual and spiritual pursuits.

When you touch gold, ‘you’re in touch with sunshine’, as Bernstein put it.14 The sun’s energy was thought to have infused gold with special healing properties. Ancient healers and priests often used gold in their remedies and elixirs, attributing its regenerative powers to the sun’s life-giving energy. Wearing gold could help physical well-being and aid in recovery from ailments. The ancient Greek sun god Apollo was the god of healing and diseases, while his son, Asclepius, was the god of medicine. Apollo delivered people from epidemics, but could bring ill-health and deadly plague. Modern science confirms these instincts, with Vitamin D, which we get from sunlight, now seen as so important for our general well-being. As the sun was a guardian against darkness and evil, so could gold ward off negative energies and offer spiritual protection. Thus talismans and amulets were often made of gold.

Many swear by gold’s healing powers. Ayurvedic medicine recommends gold powder or pills for many ailments. Gold salts, in the form of specific compounds, have been used for decades to alleviate inflammation and slow the progression of rheumatoid arthritis. Gold nanoparticles show promising potential in targeting cancer cells.

Monarchs draped themselves in gold to show their power: to dazzle, to command and to demonstrate godlike status. They still do. Just recently, the new British king, Charles III, rode to his coronation in a golden carriage. In early ancient Egypt, gold was a royal prerogative, thereby reinforcing the pharaohs’ godlike status. Pharaohs were buried with their gold to aid their travel into the next world. Tutankhamun, son of Ra, was buried in a golden shrine. Gold was a gift both from the gods and to the gods.

According to the Bible, too, which mentions gold over 400 times, gold and silver belong to God: ‘The silver is mine, and the gold is mine, saith the Lord of hosts.’15 However, given that in those days the distinctions between God, church, king and ruler were not always that clear, that might have been a ploy to control capital.




3.

Myths and Dragons, Coins and Kings


‘Some things that should not have been forgotten were lost. History became legend. Legend became myth’

Peter Jackson, director, The Fellowship of the Ring1



The golden fleece, so the story goes, came from a magical ram with golden wool, sent by the gods to rescue two children, Phrixus and Helle. Helle fell into the sea and died (creating the Hellespont), but Phrixus survived and rode the ram to the kingdom of Colchis. He then sacrificed the ram to Zeus to thank him for his safety, and he gave the fleece to Aietes, the king, who hung it from a tree in a sacred grove. There, it was guarded by bulls with hooves of brass and breath of fire, and a dragon that never slept, whose teeth became soldiers when planted in the ground.

Not an easy thing to steal. Yet Jason, the rightful king of far-away Iolcos, was challenged to retrieve it and bring it back to his homeland in order to reclaim his own lost throne.

You might think that this well-known Greek myth is just that – a myth. But myths and legends are born from real-life events. The stories are told and retold, each time with a little embellishment here, a little restructuring there, and so do today’s current affairs become tomorrow’s history and, eventually, the myth and legend of the future. The protagonists of those stories will be the heroes and gods of tomorrow. The tale of Jason and the Argonauts, and their quest for the golden fleece, went through just such a transformation. In reality, Jason, like the prospectors of any gold rush, was a young explorer seeking his fortune. The ‘golden fleece’ was, actually, an ancient method of panning gold. Let me explain.

Colchis – in modern-day Georgia – lies to the east of the Black Sea, and the streams coming down from the Caucasus Mountains made it a prolific source of alluvial gold. Those same streams of the Caucasus may have supplied Mesopotamia centuries before. In Colchis, the locals used sheepskin to pan them for gold. They stretched the fleeces over wooden frames and lodged them in the water. The tight curls of the wool would catch the specks of gold being carried down from the placer deposits upstream. They then hung the fleece up to dry and combed out the gold. If you have a fleece full of gold hanging out to dry in a tree, you are going to make sure it is well guarded – by bulls and dragons, if necessary. It’s quite easy to see how this practice evolved into the myth of the golden fleece, as the story spread west to Greece and then down through time.

Pelias, king of Iolcos, had promised Jason the throne if he brought back the golden fleece. Jason built a ship and assembled the Argonauts – a crew which included such heroes as Hercules, the twins Castor and Pollux, and Orpheus – then set off on what is seen by some as the first long-distance voyage ever undertaken: the first time a Greek successfully navigated the hostile currents of the Bosphorus. Along the way, the Argonauts fought giants, killed harpies and fathered a new race, before arriving in Colchis where the king’s daughter, Medea, fell for Jason. She showed him how to overcome the formidable guards and steal the fleece, which he did, before fleeing back to Iolcos with Medea to reclaim his throne.

As is so often the way with rags-to-riches stories involving gold, it soon started to go wrong when they got home. Pelias went back on his promise to hand over the throne. So Medea tricked his daughters into murdering him. Jason and Medea were exiled, and they fled to the city of Corinth, where Jason dumped Medea and married the King of Corinth’s daughter instead. Medea would have her revenge – who wouldn’t? – a revenge which has become the subject of many a drama since. She murdered Jason’s newly betrothed and then her own two sons, fathered by Jason, and fled. Jason returned home to Iolcos, where he died alone and unhappy, asleep on the rotting Argo.

It’s a buccaneering adventure story with a typically tragic end. The formula of hero, dark power and female helper has become the backbone of numerous plots since, not least in Hollywood. But it is also the classic story of a gold prospector who takes incredible risks, furthers general knowledge in doing so, and gets rich, only to be struck by hubris and misfortune for it all to go wrong. As we shall see, in the history of prospecting this plot is by no means unique.

A Golden Apple Triggers History’s First Great War


‘It’s very simple when you analyze it … the cause of all wars is gold’

Henry Ford2



Gold and war have always been bedfellows.

Zeus was holding a banquet on Mount Olympus to celebrate the wedding of Pelias (him again) and Thetis, and all the gods were invited, all except one – Eris, goddess of chaos. Eris, ego bruised by the snub, threw a golden apple into the party with the word ‘Kallisti’ inscribed on it: ‘For the most beautiful’.

Immediately, the goddesses Hera, Athena and Aphrodite began to quarrel. Each felt they should have the apple, for they were the most beautiful. It fell to Zeus to pass judgement. Who should he choose? Hera, his wife, or one of his two daughters? Tricky. Whoever he chose, he would incur the fury of the other two. So, instead, he nominated the Trojan prince Paris, who was sitting on a nearby mountainside, to decide.

The goddesses then undressed, bathed and came in turn before Paris, in a kind of divine lap dance, to make their case. But Paris could not decide, so the goddesses tried to bribe him. Hera offered Paris power: control of all Europe and Asia. Athena offered him wisdom and victory in battle. Aphrodite offered him the love of the most beautiful woman on earth.

Paris, being a bloke, went for option three.

The most beautiful woman on earth was, of course, Helen of Sparta. What Aphrodite had not mentioned, however, was that Helen was married – to Menelaus, King of Sparta. When Paris ran away with Helen, the greatest war the world had ever known was precipitated: the Trojan War.

All because of a golden apple.

How King Midas Was Not a Myth: The Alluvial Deposits of the River Pactolus


‘Gold … what can it not do and undo?’

William Shakespeare, Cymbeline



The most famous golden myth of all is one of the later Greek myths: the story of Midas, and how his touch turned everything to gold.

What isn’t widely known is how the Midas Touch led to one of the most successful, long-lasting and underrated technologies in history.

The story, as told by Ovid in Metamorphoses, is that Dionysus, god of wine, parties and pleasure, and his entourage had been on something of a binge through Phrygia (now part of Turkey), where Midas was king. Midas found Dionysus’ tutor Silenus passed out in his rose garden and nursed him back to health. After eleven days – that must have been some hangover – Midas took Silenus back to Dionysus, who was so delighted to see his old mentor safe and well that he offered Midas whatever reward he wished for. Midas thought hard and then asked that everything he touched should turn to gold. Dionysus urged the king to reconsider, but Midas was sure and so his wish was granted.

At first, Midas was thrilled. He turned a twig, then a stone to gold. He turned the roses in his garden to gold. Delighted, he ordered his servants to make him a feast, but, when he turned his food and drink to gold, he realised he might have a problem. Then his daughter came to him, crying that their roses had lost their smell. Midas hugged her and she too turned to gold. What had been his beloved daughter was now a statue, albeit a golden one. Despairing, he prayed to Dionysus to deliver him from his curse. ‘Go and wash your hands in the River Pactolus,’ Dionysus told him.

Midas did so, and the cure worked. Midas’ power flowed into the water and the sands of the river turned to gold. Whatever he put in the water, his daughter included, was turned back into what it had been before Midas touched it.

So does that more famous part of Midas’ story end with its obvious moral: greed can overpower good sense.

But the sands of the River Pactolus now held treasure: alluvial gold. Lots of it.

King Alyattes I and the Western World’s First Coins


‘Although gold and silver are not by nature money, money is by nature gold and silver’

Karl Marx3



The Pactolus flowed right through the middle of the Lydian Empire, which, at its height, stretched across all western Asia Minor. The Lydians were, in the sixth century BC, says Greek historian Herodotus, ‘the first to strike and use coins of gold and silver’.4

Given that we still use coins today, some 2,600 years later, coinage has proved a remarkably successful technology, perhaps the most successful fintech of all time. But here we have another case of history becoming legend and legend myth, to paraphrase Peter Jackson.

Midas did actually exist – most Greek mythological figures did. He was likely Mita of Mushki, who ruled in the late eighth century BC. His golden touch, though, is no doubt an embellishment. One of his descendants, some 200 years or so later, was the Lydian King Alyattes I, the first western king to issue coins. He minted them from the alluvial gold-silver alloy, electrum, found in the bed of the Pactolus. This was the gold supposedly left there by Midas. It was a ‘huge alluvial deposit too’, said mining analyst Robert Weinberg after a visit there in 2004. ‘All the gold scoured out of the oxidised ore in the mountains would have precipitated into the river century after century.’5

Really, Alyattes’ coins were little more than blobs of metal. The innovation of his son, Croesus, around 550 BC, was to have the electrum coins of his father melted down and the gold separated from the silver, before reminting them.6 On one side of his new coins was the image of a lion and a bull; on the other were punch marks to show their value. (Faces did not appear on coins till later.) Effectively, Croesus launched not only the first imperial currency in the history of the world, but also the bimetallic standard (gold and silver) – the backbone of money for over 2,000 years. This, as we shall discover, would become








How Gold Is Measured











	Carat
	Gold Purity
	% of Other Metals





	24
	100%
	0%



	22
	91.6%
	8.4%



	18
	75%
	25%



	14
	58.5%
	41.5%



	10
	41.7%
	58.3%



	8
	33.3%
	66.7%
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