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AUTHOR’S NOTE


This is a true story. The people are not composites, they are real. The actual order of events has, on occasion, been changed. Sometimes a journey was taken in a different direction or manner from that described (e.g. up the river as opposed to down the river): this is to enable the account to better flow. Also to assist the narrative, a couple of the characters were encountered in different places from those portrayed. Some names and details have been altered to protect privacy.


To address the knotty issue of translating historical prices to present-day value, I have chosen a solution which is appropriate for this book. Historical prices are converted to their equivalent weight in gold (in ounces) using the gold price of that time. This weight of gold is then multiplied by US$1,200 (approximation of the gold price per ounce at the time of writing) to give the current price equivalent in US dollars. All prices are in US dollars unless otherwise stated.


More recent prices (over the last twenty-five years) have been increased to allow for inflation to give more contemporary values.


Weight of gold is stated in ounces (the traditional unit). Grade of gold is given in grams per tonne (industry standard); alternatively, where extremely high grades are described, ounces per tonne is used, which was a common unit historically and is still used today.




PROLOGUE


There is always a way.


Anonymous


I was stuck solid. Upside down inside a pothole at the bottom of a fast-flowing river – and my air supply was giving out. With rising panic I started to struggle, but this just made it worse as I packed myself in even tighter. Suddenly I was getting no air at all. I sucked and sucked on my mouthpiece: nothing. How the hell had it come to this?


*


Over millions of years, quirks of geology created a small number of fabulously rich gold occurrences at places that are now famous, such as Northern California, Ballarat in Australia and the Klondike in Canada. In these special places, gold nuggets littered the surface. Bonanza gold deposits built up to carpet rivers until they were speckled with yellow. When the first prospectors arrived, they could win vast riches in hours.


That is how gold rushes start.


Gold is portable, anonymous and permanent. This makes it the ultimate currency. These unique physical properties have rendered it desirable to human beings for millennia. Gold has caused wars and the destruction of entire civilisations, yet it can also be used to express love and beauty.


In AD 1533, during the conquest of South America, the Inca Emperor Atahualpa tried to buy his life from the Portuguese conquistador Pizarro by filling a room full of gold. Pizarro took the bounty and murdered Atahualpa anyway. Gold can do that to people.


Gold is rare. All of the gold ever mined in world history would fit into a 20-metre cube that would easily fit under the first section of the Eiffel Tower. More than half of this gold has been produced in the last fifty years and the production rate is increasing.


The metal is dense and malleable, conducts electricity and has an attractive yellow lustre that does not tarnish. Gold has limited industrial uses, mainly in electronics and dentistry. Most gold mined every year ends up as jewellery, coins or bars.


Gold can be trusted, whereas governments cannot. An ounce of gold would buy roughly the same amount of bread today as it did in ancient Rome. No other currency has stood that test of time. You cannot counterfeit an ounce of gold.


More than ever in today’s uncertain times, gold is considered worth holding in its own right as a physical store of value. For much of the last two centuries, finance was underpinned by the gold standard, which directly linked paper money to an equivalent weight in gold. Every country has now abandoned this gold standard, the USA being the last to do so in 1971, and doomsayers predict the return of high inflation as a result of the undisciplined printing of paper money where there is not the gold to back it up.


The quest for gold is unrelenting. Every year, miners produce in the region of 80 million ounces of gold, worth around $96 billion. About a quarter of this gold comes from 15 million small-scale miners who, in turn, support a further 100 million people.


The miners take the gold from one hole in the ground and the bankers put it back into another hole. It is the journey in between that is the interesting bit.


People continue to join gold rushes in ever more remote locations. A recent rush to La Riconada in Peru, where gold is mined from under glaciers, has put 30,000 people onto the side of a mountain at over 5,000 metres, creating the highest city in the world. Ongoing gold rushes in West Africa, Indonesia and Brazil still attract modern-day fortune hunters, dreaming and scheming for profit and adventure.


*


All this goes some way to explaining how I came to be trapped, upside down, in a South American river with my air supply cut off. I had left my ordered life as a young army officer in the UK to follow a dream that had become an obsession: to strike it rich in a modern-day gold rush. I had come to South America because that’s where the gold rush was.


I shared a common purpose with the countless thousands of other people who had chased gold rushes throughout history. The aim was to make a lot of money – quickly.


This is my story: a tale of adventure, disaster and skulduggery, where vast fortunes could be made or lost based upon luck or persistence. There are plenty of screw-ups, nightmare encounters, relationship problems and mad characters from my experiences in various gold and diamond rushes around the world. And yes, there are potholes packed like jewellers’ boxes with gold and diamonds too.


Mining is messy, some of it is destructive and at times it is downright lethal. But the industry also supports a vast web of otherwise impoverished and marginalised people. Some of these people I have known, respected and loved. You will meet a few of them in this book.


There is only one rule in a gold rush: you have to turn up. So my quest moves from diving for diamonds in the piranha-infested rivers of South America to discovering a fabulously rich gold mine in Western Australia; from getting caught up in the world’s biggest ever gold-mining scam in Indonesia to accidentally starting my own gold rush in the war-torn jungles of Laos.


To find the gold, I first had to find myself. I needed to dig deep and discover the resilience and fortitude required to overcome the solitude, remoteness, disease and violent criminals – to come out on top.


Joining a gold rush is an act of self-belief. In the face of overwhelming odds, I had to believe that I would find the gold I was seeking; why else would I go?


To sustain that self-belief for an extended period, I had to grow. In my case, from an inquisitive but ineffective boy into a fit and determined man, and then from that man, I hope, into a more insightful, rounded and potent individual.


But should you go through all of the sacrifice, adversity and hardship of joining a gold rush today (and you can), and should you be one of the lucky few to actually find something – be careful. Gold can do strange things to you. It can magnify a weakness in your character, it can corrupt your values and it can persuade you to do terrible things. This was the moral dimension to my journey.


Would I own the gold, or would the gold own me?




CHAPTER 1


FIRST STRIKE


How you react to chance, luck and random events is a defining factor in prospecting. My introduction to gold mining was the result of one such fortuitous encounter. This occurred when I was aged seventeen, in the prosaic setting of the school dinner queue. I glanced at the noticeboard, and saw displayed the following opportunity:


Gold Mine in West Wales


Summer Vacation Work


See Mr Hamer


I did not know that the course of my entire future lay in that modest sign.


One of my favourite places was my local museum in Cardiff, where I had often lingered over the gold artefacts and coins. So I already knew that I liked gold, or at least the idea of it. I saw Mr Hamer and signed up – to my surprise I was the only one who did.


The job also looked like a better option than staying at home with my parents when my school report arrived. Dad was never impressed by my academic progress at my boarding school – Christ College, in Brecon, Wales. It was fair enough: he was a brilliant and successful surgeon who saved people’s lives; I was a dreamy and unsuccessful teenager who sat around reading adventure books.


*


In Great Britain, gold has been mined intermittently at a number of places, including Scotland, Cumbria, Devon and Cornwall. Helmsdale, north of Inverness in Scotland, was the site of a gold rush that took place in 1869, triggered by a prospector who had recently returned home from the Australian diggings. It was a brief affair, although at its peak there were around 600 diggers. You can still go to Kildonan Burn today and pan for gold.


Crawford Moor in southern Scotland was probably a much more significant producer. Mining occurred there mainly in the Middle Ages, so the amount of gold that was mined is unknown. All that remain are tantalising written records describing fine specimens of gold in quartz.


By far the greatest recorded gold production in the UK has come from the Dolgellau area in North Wales, where around 100,000 ounces (worth $120 million at today’s prices) have been produced since 1861. This includes gold from the famous St David’s Mine in Clogau; since 1923 the wedding rings of the British Royal Family have been crafted from a single gold nugget from this mine.


*


I spent the summer of 1981 in the other Welsh gold-mining district, at Dolaucothi in West Wales, which is the site of the only known Roman gold workings in Britain. This area produced gold as recently as the 1930s, but when I arrived it was no longer an operating mine; the National Trust had transformed it into a tourist attraction.


Here, in this small and remote area, people over 2,000 years ago had mined considerable amounts of gold using little more than water and muscle. My thoughts ran riot: just imagine what was still left!


My job was to guide tourists around the old mine workings and to provide an informative commentary for the hour-long tour. My only qualification for the job was that I was prepared to work for nothing. The other guides were all either geology or mining engineering students from Cardiff University.


A fellow guide and I set off with twelve tourists on one of our five tours for the day. We were all kitted out with miners’ helmets and head torches. First up, we toured the tight tunnels and shafts of the modern underground workings from the 1930s. We then popped out of a small opening into the blazing sun and onto the side of a grassy hill. This was my favourite part of the tour: the old Roman gold workings. We crawled into one of the short adits (horizontal tunnels) and shone our miners’ torches onto the roof. There were thousands of small pick marks hewn from solid rock by the original miners from the local Welsh tribe, the Demetae, who had dug out the tunnel by hand.


Like me, the tourists found it deeply moving to run their fingers over notches that felt as fresh as the day they were made some 2,000 years earlier. We all sensed that physical connection with the ancient miners and their impressive endeavour.


Back in the open air, I continued my spiel. ‘The gold ore was found in quartz veins just below us, and to break up these hard veins, fire setting was used. This technique involved lighting fires against the area to be mined. Once the maximum heat was achieved, the hot rock was then instantly doused with water. This action fractured the rock, allowing it to be scraped out using hand tools.’


The tourists stared down the slope of the peaceful, green hillside trying to imagine this violent activity of long ago.


‘The ore was then crushed to allow the release of the fine gold particles. This crushing was done using waterwheelpowered, stone-tipped hammers. After crushing, the ore was stacked on the hillside and below were lain sheep’s fleeces. Water was released from the aqueduct-fed reservoirs you can see just above us, and this flushing water washed the ore over the fleeces. This process was called hushing.’


Hushing was used both for treating the ore and also for breaking up the hillside to assist in the mining or discovery of further ore. This extensive type of mining is well described by the Roman historian Pliny in his encyclopaedic book Naturalis Historia. Ironically, Pliny died in a geological event: the eruption of Vesuvius in AD 79.


‘The fine wool of the fleeces caught and retained the much heavier gold. The lighter waste was washed away.’ I was getting animated as I approached the punchline. ‘Once the process was complete, the fleeces were hung out to dry and then burnt. The ashes were retained and washed, with only the near-pure gold remaining. This widely used technique may have been what gave rise to the myth of the Golden Fleece.’


‘What happened to the sheep?’ asked a woman with a Birmingham accent.


‘Umm, no, no, madam. The fleeces had already been shorn from the sheep, it was just the wool they used.’ Her obtuseness shook my confidence, but I tried to recover.


‘So, ladies and gentlemen, standing on this one hillside in Wales, the five basic principles of mining can be seen: discovery, extraction, crushing, treatment and recovery. Just think,’ I finished, ‘you could do that too: you could actually mine gold!’


‘Wouldn’t the National Trust object if you did?’ asked the same woman.


‘Well, yes, they would. I didn’t mean right here, but you could mine it somewhere,’ I said, somewhat exasperated. Talk about a literalist.


We made our way back down the hillside and ended the excursion at the grave of Ned, a tour guide who had died of malnutrition. At the top of Ned’s gravestone stood the nonetoo-subtle tip box emblazoned in bunting. A bad poet had written onto the slate:


Here lies poor Ned, the best of geologists


He gave his life to guiding tourists


He wasn’t paid and never ate


Alas the tips stopped at his plate.


A convincing eulogy to Ned followed and even the lady from Birmingham got the hint.


In fact, the National Trust that ran the mine did supply food and basic accommodation. So all the tips were naturally spent down at the Dolaucothi Arms pub, which served an excellent pint of dark mild.


Every night, drinking was combined with wild speculation about lost mines, gold rushes and nuggets. You could still actually make money out of gold mining? This was an enthralling thought, especially as I considered myself lucky just to be here, in this wonderful place, working for nothing. My teenage brain, alcohol and a crazy idea were combining and, through this intoxicating mix, I became hooked on the idea of gold mining, and I have been ever since.


*


On a quiet day I headed out with one of the geology students and an old gold pan to make our own humble discovery. The geology student seemed to know what he was doing and we went down to the River Cothi just below the mine. This looked like a good place to search for alluvial (river) gold.


Gold is heavier than everything else in the river, so it is the first mineral to drop down from the flowing water and get caught in the bedrock. Just after a waterfall, we found a potential trap site that looked like a good spot. We dug a hole to the base of the river gravel and then exposed the bedrock. My student friend informed me that this boundary between the bottom of the gravel and the top of the bedrock was usually the best place for finding alluvial gold. We dug out the gravel at this interface and shovelled it onto a sieve that fitted over our gold pan.


Once the sieve was full, we lowered it and the gold pan together into the water and jigged them up and down so the finer material fell through the sieve into the pan below.


We then checked the sieve for gold nuggets – no such luck. Then, with a circular movement of the pan, we washed the remaining fines (less than 2 millimetres in diameter), removing the lighter material. A final swirl left the remaining heavy fraction of black sand in a tail at the bottom of the dish.


‘Look, Jim. Look!’ cried out my friend excitedly, pointing into the pan.


Right at the end of the tail were five fine specks of gold, unmistakable even to the untrained eye.


The psychology of gold panning is strange: you start out believing you are going to find a large nugget and end up perfectly happy with a fine speck. Gold is like a homely fire; just seeing it lifts your spirits.


Our specks weighed roughly 0.02 of a gram. We would need to wash 1,555 pans to get an ounce of gold worth $1,200. A strange queasy feeling developed just above my stomach, a mixture of eagerness and greed; we hadn’t found much gold, but we might have. If I went somewhere else and kept looking, who knew what I would find?


It was the first of many lifetime technical successes – i.e. commercial failures – and I became obsessed by the idea of discovering gold. However, this was not an easily fulfilled aspiration in the UK, which did not have a single operating metal mine, far less a gold mine.


So how could I get a piece of the action?


Gold mining was all about rocks. If you wanted to study rocks, you studied geology. Simple. The geology students I worked alongside at Dolaucothi were my kind of people. They loved science, the outdoors and gold mines.


My panning friend had encouraged me. ‘You should do geology at university, Jim. There are lots of field trips to study rocks in exotic places. It’s science without the maths, and unlike physics there are plenty of girls on the course.’


Learning about the earth, its rocks, minerals and structure sounded fascinating to me. This new interest led to my reading every mining-related book I could find. This included Men of Men, in which Wilbur Smith vividly described the diamond rush at Kimberley in South Africa in the 1870s. The idea of finding and mining diamonds gripped me from that moment.


So in my final year at school, I applied to London University to study geology and was thrilled to win a place. Maybe this line of education would help me learn how to find my own gold.




CHAPTER 2


MINING TIME


Dolaucothi had given me the gold bug, I wouldn’t call it gold fever, not yet, but it was definitely an itch that needed scratching. It was 1982, and although my undergraduate geology degree at Goldsmiths College was absorbing, there was a problem. It told me nothing specifically about gold mining.


As a teenager, I had read everything about travel and adventure I could lay my hands on. Papillon by Henri Charrière, the brutal true story of a convict escaping from a penal colony in French Guiana, I had found particularly enthralling. These books helped me to dream, and I liked to dream.


So at the age of eighteen, to dream my gold-rush dream, I descended on the second-hand bookshops that lined Charing Cross Road in central London. They had to be second-hand bookshops, as the only books about gold I could find were all very old.


Veteran bookshop owners took an amused interest in my enquiries.


‘Gold rush, eh? Off to make your fortune, are you, laddie?’ one asked.


‘Maybe, if you can sell me a book cheap enough.’


Chuckling, he led me to the darkest corner of his shop. The books on the bottom shelf looked like they hadn’t been touched in years. This was a whole section on gold, many of which were about gold rushes – a whole lost genre of literature. I sat on the carpeted step next to the shelf and started to read books I could not afford to buy.


In these books were tales of the wild gold rushes in California and the astonishing riches of the gold fields in Australia. There were real-life heroes and heroines with plenty of bounders, cads and villains. Fortunes were won and lost. To an unsophisticated lad from Wales, these stories were a revelation.


The earliest known use of gold is from 4000 BC by the Sumerians in ancient Iraq. They were expert goldsmiths whose gold was probably derived from alluvials in the upper reaches of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers.


In ancient Egypt, gold mines in the eastern desert were worked to provide gold to the pharaohs. Highly skilled craftsmen used this gold in creating such exquisite objects as the death mask of Tutankhamen.


The Lydians were the first to introduce gold and silver (electrum) coinage. The trading city of Sardis (now in modern Turkey) was the capital of Lydia, and the River Pactolus, which flowed through the city, had alluvial gold and silver deposits. In Greek mythology, this gold had appeared when King Midas removed the curse of his golden touch by bathing in the river.


In the sixth century BC, the Lydians discovered that if they heated electrum with salt, they could separate the gold and silver, which often occurred together. This allowed the minting of the first pure gold coins, fittingly issued by King Croesus. These coins became widely accepted and were the first international currency.


The increased status and wealth that flowed to the Lydians as a result of this remarkable invention were not used wisely. Croesus destroyed his kingdom in a series of ill-advised wars. But now the gold genie was well and truly out of the bottle and the race was on to find more.


As time passed, various gold-mining districts were discovered and mined throughout Europe, the Middle East and Africa. Presumably some unrecorded early gold rushes took place when these mines were first discovered and the rich near-surface gold exploited.


The first recorded large-scale gold rush started in 1693 at Minas Gerais in Brazil. So profound were the series of discoveries over the next thirty years that some 400,000 Portuguese and 500,000 (mainly African) slaves migrated to this state. It is estimated that at the peak of this gold rush some 350,000 ounces of gold (worth $420 million at today’s prices) were mined every year.


The next major gold rush helped define the American nation.


*


I soon shall be in Frisco and there I’ll look around.


And when I see the gold lumps there, I’ll pick them off the ground.


I’ll scrape the mountains clean, my boys, I’ll drain the rivers dry.


A pocketful of rocks bring home, So brothers don’t you cry.


Oh, Susannah, Oh, don’t you cry for me


I’m going to California with my washpan on my knee.


‘Oh Susannah’ by Stephen Foster, 1840s


In the 1840s, Northern California was a remote rural backwater, but then gold was accidentally found near Sacramento in 1848. As word leaked out, people rushed to the site of the discovery and surrounding settlements emptied.


Some of the initial strikes were astounding. In parts, men simply picked up gold nuggets that lay on the surface (specking) or prised them out from river crevices with a knife, and tens of thousands of ounces of alluvial gold was swiftly won.


This was before the time of the telegraph, so it was when newspaper reports started to carry the news of the strike to the eastern United States that enthusiasm built up. When actual shipments of gold dust and nuggets started to arrive in New York, the atmosphere there reached fever pitch. The great California gold rush of 1849 was on.


One question was on everyone’s lips: ‘When are you off to the diggings?’


It was an era of limited social mobility and people saw the opportunity to free themselves from dreary jobs and lives, to be their own boss and get rich quick. A mass hysteria enveloped the eastern states and the fear of missing out overcame any caution or sound counsel. The gold was real, but the rush was based upon a dream.


During the next six years, over 300,000 people arrived in California in one of the largest mass migrations in American history: wealthy families and newly arrived immigrants; doctors and labourers; family men and poets. No one, it seemed, was immune when gold fever gripped the nation and the world. They called themselves the Forty-Niners, after the year the gold rush began, or the Argonauts, after the band of adventurers in Greek mythology who accompanied Jason on his search for the Golden Fleece.


There were casualties, too: families and children were deserted, confronting great hardship on their own, and the departed themselves faced years of loneliness and uncertainty. One man left instructions that his son should be taught to say ‘Papa is coming home’ and ‘Bye bye’, to be repeated on demand.


There were two main routes from the east of the country to California – overland or by ship – and both carried many hazards.


The overlanders went by wagon, blazing trails that would become a part of American folklore. The California Trail was the main route, a 3,000-kilometre track leading from the eastern states directly to the California goldfields. But it was risky, especially because the lack of sanitation at the freshwater campsites led to rampant cholera.


It is not known how many died on the California Trail. Estimates are up to 10,000 through cholera, 1,000 in American Indian attacks and several thousand more to scurvy and accidents.


Those who took the more expensive and faster option of travelling by ship faced different perils. The initial route saw Argonauts sail south from New York and then around the Cape of Good Hope at the southern tip of South America, but this Southern Ocean journey took six months and the passage often encountered terrible storms.


A much shorter journey was via ship to Panama in Central America, where Argonauts disembarked and journeyed overland across the narrow isthmus to the Pacific coast. This part of the trip by canoe and on foot along rivers and muddy jungle tracks had its own problems, with malaria and yellow fever ending many a dream.


When they reached the Pacific Ocean, a boat ran the Argonauts up the west coast to San Francisco – if they were lucky, that is. Chartered boats often failed to turn up, leaving gold seekers to wait, sometimes for months.


Ships arrived in San Francisco packed with expectant miners from all over the world. Yet as soon as they docked, many of the crew absconded to join the gold rush. This often meant cargoes remained unloaded and the harbour became full of abandoned ghost ships: a gold-rush fleet that could not sail.


At San Francisco the Argonauts were met by hustlers, pimps and bums, all there to fleece the new arrivals before they even reached the diggings. But on to the rush the Argonauts continued by foot, oxen or tender up the Sacramento River. They journeyed to a series of unfolding discoveries 150 to 300 kilometres east and north of San Francisco. Nothing could stop them.


Upon arrival at the diggings in the early days, things were easier. The new hopefuls might observe the established miners to see how they were working, then move on to find their own unclaimed area, using a gold pan to prospect the river gravels along the way.


After washing a sample of gravel, the pan was given a final swirl. An inch of gold left in a line at the bottom of the pan (an inch tail) meant good ground, well worth working. Now the new miner could stake his claim.


Each camp had its own rules. Generally claims were staked (or pegged) over as much land as a single miner could work, 100 square feet (9 square metres) being a common size. This was done by driving wooden pegs into the ground at the corners of the claim, with the name of the miner(s) and claim written on the side of the pegs.


A whole industry sprang up in trading claims. Some men never dug at all, they just got rich buying and selling claims. The best ground was vulnerable to claim jumping, where an individual would be removed from his claim by force, and murders over this highly charged issue were common. ‘Claim jumper’ is still a pejorative term used in the mining industry today.


After staking his claim, the new miner was ready to mine. There were a few intrepid souls who, through sheer determination or obstinacy, managed to transport mining equipment bought in New York all the way to the diggings. For their troubles, they were usually mocked by the seasoned miners as their devices would be of no practical use. They had been conned by New York merchants who knew nothing about gold mining.


The miner would start by working the shallowest and highest grade (most gold per tonne) material first – the easy stuff. This was done using simple hand tools: a pick and shovel for the digging and a gold pan for the washing.


The panning was back-breaking work, requiring the miner to constantly bend over water. So most miners used a rocker, a device more easily worked by two or three men; already the new miners were teaming up.


The rocker, or cradle, was a simple wooden apparatus about the size of a stool. It had an iron grate on top with a riffle box below, a hand lever provided the rocking motion. The device greatly sped up the washing of the material. One miner shovelled gravel into the top and agitated (rocked) the cradle while the other, using a hand ladle, dumped water onto the gravel. The finer material, including the fine gold, washed through the grate to a riffle box below where the heavy gold would get caught by gravity.


Every few hours, the pair cleaned out the riffles (wooden slats) to get the concentrate – gold and black sand – which was then panned off to recover just the gold. Rockers were used extensively, but they were not good at recovering the floury (very fine) gold, much of which was lost.


As time progressed and the easier gravels were worked out, the gold grades fell. The miners now formed larger teams of four to eight men to construct and operate a more efficient device called a tom, or long tom. This apparatus was similar to a rocker. It had a launder (wash box) into which the gravel was shovelled, and below this a long sluice box to catch the gold. The tom required a constant flow of water to puddle (break up) the clays and to work the sluice, so the diggers often had to build elaborate earth or wooden water raceways.


A considerable camaraderie and loyalty was created within these teams, a common bond built upon the hardest of labour that captures the spirit of the Forty-Niners.


Over time, the mining techniques became ever more sophisticated. Entire rivers were diverted in order to access the auriferous (gold-bearing) gravels beneath, and long toms running for tens of metres were deployed to increase recovery of the fine gold. The longer the tom, the better the recovery.


The hardships of living in the goldfields were a constant challenge. The lucky ones had canvas tents; many others made their own shelters from brushwood or whatever came to hand. The food was poor. Flour, dried corn and salt pork were the staples, as these could be stored. But there was little fresh food to fend off scurvy.


Prices were sky high. In 1849 an ounce of gold was worth $20.67 cents, and a man on a good claim would be doing well to produce an ounce a day, with a quarter of an ounce being more common. In gold rush camps, beef cost $10 a pound, or half an ounce of gold. At today’s gold price, that would be the equivalent of $600 for a pound of beef.


The few women at the diggings either helped their husbands wash gravel or had more traditional roles running boarding houses or eateries.


Mail was of the greatest importance to the diggers and to their families back home. In 1849, William Brown, an Argonaut from a well-to-do Toledo family, went from unsuccessful miner to successful mailman. He carried 500 letters a month from the San Francisco post office to the miners in their camps, charging his subscribers a dollar a letter ($60 in today’s money).


Brown grew his ‘express business’, taking orders for goods and buying gold to resell at a profit. His is an example of the kind of entrepreneurial spirit that flourished in the Californian gold rush.


Not all of the miners continued to stay in touch with home. As time, loneliness and separation corroded family bonds, some created new identities and remarried. Their bewildered first wives, and often children, were left abandoned.


Life was rough and hard for the miners. This was manual labour at its most manual. For relaxation, each mining camp had its own saloon and Sunday was the day set aside for drinking rather than worship.


At the rougher camps, this saloon would be nothing more than a tent and a couple of benches where miners would gamble and drink themselves to oblivion. When the diggers had a good strike they would often head to Sacramento or San Francisco, to enjoy the grand saloons with entertainment and ‘working girls’.


The only form of law and order in the camps was imposed by vigilante groups set up by the miners themselves. This led to injustice and violence as different bands vied for dominance. The early tolerance at the diggings fell away as the gold became harder to win. Non-English-speaking groups were particularly vulnerable, and by 1850 they were being violently evicted from their claims by the predominantly English-speaking miners.


But there was gold. Around 12 million ounces were won during the first five years of the California gold rush, worth around $14 billion at today’s prices. The resulting economic boom led to increased trade and communications within the United States and around the world.


By 1853, the gravels that supported the smaller-scale alluvial mining were essentially worked out. Only larger and more organised bands of men or companies could afford the capital required for mechanisation. Many of the now impoverished diggers ended up working for salary in these larger companies – exactly the sorts of positions they had come to California to try to escape.


One of these organised methods was hydraulic mining, which was introduced to California in 1853. This involved highpressure water-blasting of the auriferous hillsides, directing the resulting gold-rich slurry over long toms. The widespread destruction caused by this led to some of the earliest environmental laws, with hydraulicing banned in California in 1884.


The alluvial (river) gold was originally derived from primary gold-bearing ore that had, over millennia, been eroded into the surrounding rivers. Much of this primary ore – mainly quartz – still remained in the hills and mountains, and as the alluvial gold was mined out, these ‘hard rock’ sources were opened up and worked. This required the blasting of shafts (vertical) and adits (horizontal) into the rock, and the subsequent crushing of the ore using stamp mills (mechanical crushers). Over the ensuing decades, gold mining in California continued to evolve as new technologies took over, which is still the story of the industry today.


The social effects of this shared adventure helped to forge the independent spirit of California, and as many Argonauts returned to their home states they also played a role in crafting how Americans came to view themselves as a nation.


The economic stimulus from the gold rush fuelled a boom in America that developed the country and its burgeoning railroads. Yet, just as in modern times, mining booms led to busts.


The loss of the SS Central America, sunk in a hurricane off the coast of Florida on 11 September 1857, was a human tragedy in which 425 people died. However, this ship also carried, by some estimates, around 600,000 ounces of gold (worth $720 million today) from California, a portion of which was destined for already stressed New York banks. The sinking helped trigger the first global financial crisis, the Panic of 1857, and the world’s financial system did not recover until after the Civil War ended in 1865.


But as the years after the California gold rush passed, the veterans’ memories of the hardships and privations of their youth faded. They were replaced with nostalgia and affection for a bygone age, lived with companions ‘staunch and brave, and true as steel’.


And I often grieve and pine,


For the days of gold,


The days of old,


The days of forty-nine.


‘The Days of Forty-Nine’, California Gold Rush song


*


Towards the end of 1850, against the advice of friends and colleagues, a digger named Edward Hargraves had decided to leave the California gold rush and return to his native Australia to find gold.


Hargraves was a massive man, and a shrewd one too. He did not enjoy the hard work at the diggings and had a more elegant plan: to do just enough to claim the sizeable government reward for the discovery of the first payable goldfield in Australia.


Finding gold in Australia was a radical idea at the time and Hargreaves was derided for taking such a path. But he was not the type to be swayed by the opinions of others and he returned to Australia, landing at Sydney, capital of the British colony of New South Wales. Hargraves managed to borrow some money to kit himself out with a horse and rations. He set out on his gold-prospecting trip on 5 February 1851 and he badly needed something to come out of his venture.


Travelling alone and on horseback, Hargraves crossed the Blue Mountains to Guyong, about 200 kilometres inland, where he stayed at the Wellington Inn. That evening he noticed with great interest specimens of quartz on display above the fireside. Quartz was a mineral that Hargraves knew well, as it was often associated with gold.


He linked up with the innkeeper’s son, a youngster named John Lister, who had found the quartz and knew the district. Their subsequent prospecting trip netted five small specks of gold – hardly payable – but the wily Hargraves left Lister behind and hastily returned to Sydney to claim the substantial government reward for the first discovery of a payable goldfield. Those few specks, though, were not enough to persuade Charles Augustus FitzRoy, governor of the colony, that the goldfield was payable.


Meanwhile, back at Guyong, the industrious John Lister and his friend William Tom were working a rocker, a trick from California introduced to them by Hargraves. They worked hard in various spots and finally, on 7 April 1851, the two lads washed four ounces of gold from Summerhill Creek. This was worth nearly £10, or the equivalent of a labourer’s wage for six months. Lister and Tom had found Australia’s first payable goldfield.


They immediately sent word to Hargraves in Sydney, whom they considered their partner. Hargraves informed the government of the find before riding back to meet up with the pair. He took the four ounces of gold from Lister and Tom and then set about his true vocation: promotion. Hargraves was a master propagandist, taking a small truth and building it up into a big story. He renamed Summerhill Creek ‘Ophir’, after the biblical mines of King Solomon, and the name caught the public imagination.


Hargraves was also a convincing orator, and he fired up public meetings with tales of glory that awaited men of courage. His credibility as a Forty-Niner prospector from California lent him gravitas. The newspapers loved it, and Hargraves was spectacularly successful.


Honourable, though, he was not.


He took the accolades, the glory, and the £12,000 in government reward money (worth over $3 million today), and disowned Lister and Tom. Hargraves did everything he could to write them out of history, yet the families of the two men would not shut up and so started a feud that continued for decades and included three parliamentary enquiries.


Hargraves’ behaviour is a good example of the corruptive nature of gold. He retired a famous and wealthy man, but the stench from the way he treated his partners follows him to this day.


Within a week of Hargraves’ first public talk at Bathurst to promote the new gold discovery, 600 men had rushed to Ophir. The government geologist, Sam Stutchberry, reported back to the governor:


Gold has been obtained in considerable quantity, many persons with merely a tin dish having obtained one or two ounces per day. I have no doubt of gold being found over a vast extent of country. I fear unless something is done very quickly that much confusion will arise … Excuse this being written in pencil, as there is no ink yet in this city of Ophir.


Sydney went mad and the harum-scarum rush to the diggings turned the social order of the colony on its head. Businesses closed, farm workers absconded, and it was even a struggle to bury the dead. A long line of motley adventurers braved the Blue Mountains and made their way to the Macquarie River. The population of Ophir swelled to 2,000 people and they toiled, ripping up the riverbanks to access the auriferous gravels.


It was rough and tumble and early justice was dished out by hastily convened miners’ meetings, or kangaroo courts as they became known, which could easily end in a hanging.


Governor FitzRoy was taken by surprise. The whole affair was alarming for landowners, whose power and wealth were threatened by the disappearance of their labour supply. FitzRoy tried to discourage more people from leaving their established jobs by forcing each and every digger to take out a licence, at the usurious charge of 30 shillings a month. It was to prove a poor decision.


Initially things worked well. The rich and easy pickings of the early rushes allowed the diggers to pay the high licence fee, and the revenue paid for the police and mining wardens to settle disputes.


Just to the south in the neighbouring colony of Victoria, events were moving fast. During the latter half of 1851, a succession of gold rushes started that would eclipse New South Wales and even California.


In the first six months of the Victorian gold rush, a staggering 3 million ounces of gold (worth $3.3 billion today) were produced. The newly proclaimed colony was transformed. The Ballarat field alone went on to produce 20 million ounces.


But trouble was brewing. The miners found it irksome that farmers could lease vast areas of land for grazing at £10 a year while the gold miner had to pay a licence fee of 30 shillings a month, or £18 a year, for just a few square yards of dirt. This was regardless of whether they made any money or not; it was a tax on just being there.


Equally galling were the goldfields police who enforced the licence system. They were little more than thugs in uniform. To make matters worse, the police were entitled to a share in the fines of any successful prosecution, which led to wholesale corruption of the process of law. The sale of alcohol became a protection racket, with the police as enforcers. The most contentious issue was always the mining licences, which the diggers were required to carry at all times. The police would conduct spot searches they called ‘digger hunting’. Should a miner not immediately produce a licence, when asked, then a bribe was demanded. Diggers caught without licences were at times beaten or chained to logs in the burning sun or freezing cold.


An extraordinarily sadistic police superintendent named David Armstrong would burn down the diggers’ tents and beat those who questioned him with the brass knob of his riding crop. When finally dismissed, Armstrong left boasting he had made £15,000 in two years of bribes and fines. That is over $4 million in today’s money and illustrates the astonishing levels of police corruption.


There was little recourse. Almost the entire system was rotten and the diggers’ hatred of the authorities festered. These were free-spirited men, many of them veterans of California, and they were not easily intimidated.


By 1854, the alluvial gold was becoming harder to win, and thus the licence fee was even more onerous. Something had to give. The trigger came on the night of 6 October in Ballarat. A digger named James Scobie was killed with a blow to the head following an altercation with the landlord of the Eureka Hotel, an ex-convict named James Bentley. A trial ensued, with Bentley and his drinking companion, a policeman, accused of murder. Both were acquitted by a bench led by stipendiary magistrate John D’Ewes, a friend of Bentley and a part-owner of the Eureka Hotel.


Sensing corruption, the diggers were outraged. On 17 October 1854 they held a protest meeting. This meeting soon got out of hand, and the Eureka Hotel was burnt to the ground. The police arrested three diggers, ostensibly for arson; in reality they were taking them as hostages.


The governor of Victoria, Sir Charles Hotham, was a military martinet lacking in intelligence or guile. His flawed judgement was compounded by his equally inept resident commissioner for Ballarat, Robert Rede. Instead of listening to the diggers’ grievances, Hotham and Rede suspected sedition and troops were sent in to quell the unrest.


Both sides became entrenched, with neither willing to give ground. By November the demands of the diggers had increased from just the release of the three held men. They now wanted the abolition of the licence, together with land and political reform, including the vote for all white males, not just those with property rights. The social injustice of the licences and the lack of representation made this a political movement; it was the corruption of the officials that turned it into a battle.


Tensions in Ballarat rose and, in the final week of November, the town was at boiling point. Then more soldiers arrived.


On 29 November 1854, a meeting of diggers attracted 15,000 men. It was to become one of the most famous public meetings in Australian history and two significant events occurred. After a vote, the diggers burnt all of their licences and vowed to resist arrest. Then they raised a new flag upon a tall flagstaff: the blue-and-white flag of the Southern Cross.


The next day was windy, foul and hot. The authorities, not for backing down, embarked on a violent licence hunt that ended in a riot. Shots were fired and more arrests made.


The diggers rallied, in no mood for compromise. An Irishman, Peter Lalor, was elected their leader. Mostly wearing the digger’s outfit of moleskin trousers, checked blue-and-white shirt and felt hat, they all swore an oath: ‘We swear by the Southern Cross to stand truly by each other, and fight to defend our rights and liberties.’


Expecting an attack, the diggers prepared a stockade at Eureka Lead, a gold mine situated on top of a hill. Some of the miners then returned to their tents for the night, leaving others at the stockade.


At dawn the following morning, 276 soldiers and police attacked. The much larger military force took the diggers by surprise and a fierce battle ensued. It was all over in about ten minutes. The miners did not stand a chance against disciplined, well-armed troops. Fourteen diggers lay dead, and a further eight later died from their wounds. Peter Lalor lost an arm in the battle. Six police and military also died. The soldiers behaved appallingly in the aftermath and further outrages continued in the ensuing days.


The diggers lost the battle, but went on to win the war. The authorities and Governor FitzRoy lost all support from a public outraged by the bloodshed. No jury would convict the miners who had been arrested, and a Commission of Enquiry went on to uphold almost all of the reforms demanded by the diggers. This included the vote for all white males, implemented in Victoria in 1857, the birthplace of Australian democracy.


*


The next book I picked up was about a shipwreck. The Royal Charter was a sturdy and modern iron-hulled steam clipper. In September 1859 she set sail from the port of Melbourne bound for Liverpool; many of the passengers were miners carrying their own hard-won gold.


These miners were the lucky ones. Having survived great hardship, perhaps even the Eureka Stockade itself, they had struck it rich at the diggings and were headed home to marry sweethearts or rejoin families.


At the end of the long voyage, the sight of the British coast was greeted with pleasure, but as the ship rounded Anglesey in Wales, a bad storm was rising. The wind eventually rose to hurricane force 12 on the Beaufort scale, with enormous seas. Both anchors were deployed to hold position. At 1.30 a.m. on 26 October the cable holding the port anchor broke, followed by the starboard anchor cable an hour later. The Royal Charter was driven onto shore.


As the ship broke up on the rocks, some of the miners dropped the gold they carried and tried to save the women and children and themselves. Others refused to let go of their precious cargo. Those men sank and perished, bandoliers of gold nuggets and coins still around their shoulders.


There were over 440 deaths, including all of the women and children on board. Only 39 men survived.


To be so tantalisingly close to home, their fortunes made, and after all they had been through! If I had been there, would I have relinquished my gold to help the women and children? Or would I have drowned under the weight of a bandolier full of nuggets?


*


‘Come on son, we’re closing up. It’s not a library, you know,’ said the kindly bookshop owner.


I walked out of the shop into the cold and wet of a darkening Charing Cross Road, a boy with dreams but no time machine. It was a pity you couldn’t get that kind of action anymore, I thought.




CHAPTER 3


PAYING THE PRICE


Our first university geology field trip was to Torquay in Devon, which does not sound very exotic. However, in 1922 when Professor Gordon of King’s College London took his geology students to Hope’s Nose on the coast at Torquay, they made a discovery.


As the professor was making a particular point to his students, he hit a calcite vein with his hammer. The usually soft calcite did not shatter, and to their great surprise they found that it was held together by strands of gold. Specimens were gathered and a small gold rush began. These days, not surprisingly, the site is protected and collecting is banned. A fine crystal specimen of gold from Hope’s Nose is still on display at the Natural History Museum in London today.


There is a good lesson behind this tale. Many of the discoveries I was learning about in my studies were made by accident. In the world of geology, it pays to always keep your eyes and your mind open.


Geology is foremost a practical science; laboratory work was central to our course. Under a microscope we studied the endless variants of the three main types of rock: igneous (derived from molten magma), sedimentary (usually formed in water) and metamorphic (altered). Over time, the knowledge began to fit together in a most beautiful and elegant way. It was knowledge I would later put to good use.


While my geology course was captivating, some part of me hankered for adventure. So I joined the university officers training corps (OTC) – the army reserve for students. Not exactly an Ernest Shackleton exploit, but it was a start.


*


Every Tuesday evening was drill night at the OTC headquarters in Central London. We paraded in our army uniforms, then received military instruction on weapons, first aid or tactics.


As a bonus there were plenty of female officer cadets, and after the lessons we all retired to the cosy bar to get better acquainted. There was also the occasional training weekend away and a two-week annual camp. It was good to get out of claustrophobic London and back to the outdoors, which I loved.


The previous year, with the whole of Britain, I had closely followed the coverage of the British Forces in the Falklands War against Argentina. I had been particularly impressed by some of the remarkable feats of arms achieved by the British Army Parachute Regiment in the winning of that war.


This, together with my positive OTC experiences, gave me the desire to join the elite Paras. My wish was perhaps pushed along by the reality that there were almost no jobs at the time for graduating geologists.


It could be a life-changing decision – if I saw it through. Fortunately, I could follow the path to the Paras while studying for my geology degree. Indeed, this was encouraged by the military, who wanted university-educated officers.


There was a crucial test I needed to pass before I (or anyone else) could join the Paras: Pegasus Company (or P Company), the second-hardest course in the British Army, after SAS selection.


Although only a student, I was eligible for P Company by virtue of having been accepted as a potential officer to the Paras. The course lasted for three weeks. I just took the time off from my university classes – nobody noticed.


This was where I started to pay the price for my adventurous ambitions.


I attended P Company at the Para Depot in Aldershot. On the course there were about a hundred regular soldiers and a dozen officers – real army officers, not officer cadets like me.


I was the youngest person on the course and was to be treated as an officer which, it turned out, was not a good thing. As we settled into the officers’ mess that first night, the others all looked worried.


The next morning we had an early parade in which the P Company officer-in-charge gave us a pep talk.


‘In the P Company dictionary, sympathy comes between shit and syphilis,’ he informed us. That was the only piece of formal advice I ever got on P Company. The rest came in the form of beasting.


Beasting is a particular cultural trait of the Paras, which consists of a member of staff screaming at full volume two inches from your ear, telling you what a worthless piece of shit you are. The aim, somewhat perversely, is to make you speed up. To be an outstandingly eloquent beaster was a point of considerable professional pride among the staff.


A long steeplechase run kicked things off, followed by circuit training in the gymnasium. After that we forced down lunch. You always felt sick at lunchtime. I think it was the fear of what was to come in the afternoon: the tab – Para slang for a route march, just faster.


So we paraded for our first tab, holding an FN rifle (captured in the Falklands) and carrying a bergen (a type of rucksack) weighing 35 pounds (16 kilograms). For some reason, officers had also been instructed to carry a clean white handkerchief in their breast pocket.


Then we were off and at a blistering pace. As we ran across the footbridge at Bruneval Barracks, I lost my footing and sprawled forward. The weight of the bergen and rifle propelled me into the asphalt and I lost layers of skin on my hands and elbow that gave me scars I still have to this day.


‘Get up, sir, you bloody actor, you want a fucking Oscar?’ screamed a staff sergeant. Crikey, they weren’t kidding about that sympathy thing.


Get up, keep up.


Soon my lungs were absolutely bursting. Every now and then I noticed the occasional candidate collapsing at the side of the track. They were beasted to their feet by the staff.


Some got up sheepishly and carried on while the staff mocked them mercilessly. Others jacked (Para slang for giving up) and got into the ambulance that ominously followed us wherever we went.


After a nightmare hour, we came to a halt among what would otherwise have been a pleasant clearing between some steep hills.


‘Thank fuck for that,’ said my officer neighbour. ‘Time to get a breather.’


‘Right, gentlemen,’ said the staff. ‘We have now arrived and will commence our afternoon’s activities.’


Commence! Oh shit, I thought that tab was our afternoon’s activity. Everyone around me looked about as glum as I felt. Oh well, at least we were all equally in this together.


Not so.


In P Company, I was learning that the officers were more equal than the other ranks.


‘The first activity is officers’ playtime,’ the staff said.


Now the significance of the white handkerchiefs became apparent. All the officers now had to follow a staff member, running up and down the hills waving their white handkerchiefs in the air and shouting, ‘Hurray, I love officers’ playtime!’ One of the officers did not take kindly to this treatment. He jacked and retired huffily to the ambulance. This seemed to delight the staff, who continued officers’ playtime with a renewed zeal.


That afternoon we were beasted from pillar to post, but I just about hung in there. This routine continued for the first two weeks, until a third of the initial candidates had either retired hurt or had jacked, including several of the officers. Those of us who remained psyched ourselves up for the final ordeal: Test Week.


To pass P Company you had to pass Test Week, which consisted of a series of innocuous-sounding tests: stretcher race, log race, steeplechase, tab. Everything seemed to be a bloody race, apart from the trainasium – an aerial confidence test set nearly 50 feet (15 metres) above the ground that scared the crap out of most of us.
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‘Would you own the GOLD or would the GOLD own YOU?"





