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  Prologue




  From the moment I first set foot in the canyon I was overwhelmed by the sensation that, after more than four decades of searching, I had finally found it—the location of the legendary Lost Adams Diggings, which many consider to have been the richest streambed accumulation of gold nuggets anywhere in the Northern Hemisphere. The feeling gathered momentum, grew, surged, and consumed me.




  The trail was rocky, winding across the stream channel and the low banks. Though it was early afternoon, the canyon was shaded to a curious darkness by the large sycamore and Emory oak trees that thrived throughout. Along the sides of the canyon, piñon pine and Arizona cypress flourished. Pine jays scolded. The only other sound was the hum of insects and the crunch of the gravel beneath hiking boots. Here and there could be found fresh piles of bear scat, and the slight breeze carried the gamey scent of the animal from somewhere ahead of me.




  Intuition aside, however, I could only determine the validity of my presumed discovery, my claim that I was standing in the legendary canyon, by locating and identifying a number of geographic and cultural features that would provide pertinent evidence. These included the zigzag canyon, the rock hearth with the secret chamber, the remains of a burnt log cabin, a waterfall, an Apache campground, and, most importantly, the presence of gold in the stream.




  Over several generations, dozens and perhaps hundreds have claimed to have found the fabled Lost Adams Diggings. I had listened to accounts and read stories, but they left me disappointed. While all the claims were accompanied by enthusiasm and excitement, none provided any actual proof, or even pertinent evidence, that the so-called finders of the rich placer deposit had accomplished what they had set out to do. In the end I determined that the others were mistaken, confused, or simply not telling the truth. A curious common element associated with almost every one of the alleged discoveries was that none of them included the presence of gold. Even as a young man in my twenties, I was not persuaded by any of these accounts, and I decided to pursue my own search with renewed vigor. I knew in my heart that the elusive canyon of gold still waited to be found, studied, and verified. I kept searching.




  After four decades of reading, researching, and investigating, as well as deconstructing and reconstructing the tale and the evidence, all accompanied by a number of expeditions to the purported site, I was convinced I was in the correct canyon, the one found by the man Adams and his partners over a century and a half earlier, the one from which a fortune in gold nuggets had been gleaned. If even half of the tales were true, gold should still be present in the streambed, nuggets large enough and of a sufficient quantity to surrender to the patient miner.




  I continued following the dim trail, crossing and recrossing the stream. If I were accurate in my calculations, everything I needed to see and know, to prove that this was the famous lost canyon, would be apparent within the next hour.




  Introduction




  Throughout the written and oral history of almost all of the world’s cultures, there exist uncountable tales and legends of lost mines and buried treasures, along with accounts of grand quests to locate them. The promise of finding great wealth that has been lost or hidden is, and always has been, compelling enough to attract millions to the search over the centuries.




  Riches in the form of gold, silver, and precious stones are alluring, to be sure, but for many it is the quest, the journey, that is important. True, there may be a fortune waiting at the end, but it is the adventure that keeps the daring, the enterprising, and the courageous returning over and over. Few men with a full quota of spirit and a zest for life can resist such a call.




  The pursuit of lost treasure can represent many things: a slice of life out of the ordinary, an escape from the mundanity of the daily job, relief from an unfulfilled life, the pursuit of riches. It is the quest that fills the void—spiritual, emotional, intellectual, and physical. The strength of this appeal is no less today than it was during the time of Jason and the Argonauts when they hunted for the Golden Fleece, no less than that which challenged the Vikings to cross the Atlantic Ocean in wooden boats and set out to explore the North American continent, no less than American men of the mid-nineteenth century who journeyed westward on foot and horseback, by train and wagon, in search of gold in the rocky out-crops of the California sierras.




  The pursuit of treasure has enticed men to journey to distant places, to unknown lands filled with exotic cultures. Many of these tales have been handed down over the millennia. Some of the most memorable historical and contemporary written works have addressed this topic. Books such as Homer’s The Odyssey and Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island have thrilled millions of readers for generations. More recently, the film adventures of Indiana Jones and Clive Cussler’s thriller novels detailing the treasure hunts and escapades of the fictional Dirk Pitt continue to invite and enchant. The iconic Texas folklorist and writer J. Frank Dobie collected and chronicled dozens of tales of lost mines and buried treasures located in the United States and Mexico. Dobie, in fact, is probably more responsible than anyone for introducing some of the more famous lost-treasure legends to readers.




  The search for treasure need not always take place in foreign and exotic lands, on remote islands, or in dangerous environments. Many of the world’s most fascinating tales are set in the United States. Here, thousands of long-forgotten mines and hidden caches of gold and silver coins and ingots, as well as precious stones, exist from coast to coast, border to border. Most readers are familiar with the oft-told tale of the lost Dutchman’s gold of the Superstition Mountains and the elusive treasure of Oak Island not far from the coast of Maine, but for every one of these high-profile treasures, there are hundreds more that are unknown to the public. Any one of them has the potential to yield its location to the patient and diligent researcher.




  One story, a tale that involves what may be the richest placer gold deposit in the United States, lies in a narrow canyon within a dozen miles of a small town of approximately twenty-two hundred citizens and only an hour’s hike from a well-traveled road. Well known to the Apache Indians, this gold deposit was “discovered” by a party of white prospectors during the nineteenth century. Over the years, the site yielded millions of dollars worth of gold, all panned from the little stream that flows through the canyon. Since the mid-1980s, a few knowledgeable weekend gold panners have also regularly harvested nuggets from this stream.




  The deposit, known as the Lost Adams Diggings, was named after a man who was a significant part of an expedition in 1864. That a fortune in gold nuggets was taken from the stream by Adams and his partners cannot be doubted. A short time later, however, the canyon was abandoned, the miners slaughtered or run off by Apache Indians. Adams made several attempts to return years later but was never successful. Since then, the exact location has been in dispute, earning the deposit the appellation “lost.” Several have insisted they found the Lost Adams Diggings, but their claims never held up under investigation. Others arrived at the right location, occasionally found gold, but were not aware of the story of Adams and his legendary lost placer mine.




  The tale of the Lost Adams Diggings is one of the best known in America. It was popularized first by Dobie in his book Apache Gold and Yaqui Silver in 1928 and more recently in my own Buried Treasures of the American Southwest, New Mexico Treasure Tales, and Lost Mines and Buried Treasures of Arizona. It is one of the strongest and most mythologized tales of lost treasure on the continent. A number of its features, geographical and cultural, have been verified, though for a century and a half, the exact location was in dispute.




  Adams, the man credited with leading the party that arrived at the placer deposit and for whom it was named, was a real person. People who knew him were interviewed. Adams was still alive, in fact, when the elusive diggings achieved the status of legend.




  Gold was taken from Adams’s canyon in enormous quantities, with nuggets as small as a dust particle to as large as a hen’s egg, all plucked from the bottom of a shallow stream. The gold was sometimes harvested by the Apache Indians, who used it to trade for rifles and ammunition, and then later by Adams and his party of miners. In more recent times, gold was taken from the stream by laborers hired to build the highway that passes near the mouth of the canyon. Road construction was halted for a time when work crews left the job to pan for gold.




  Gold still exists there. I have seen it, handled it. I have watched patient gold panners fill soup cans and cola bottles with an inch or two of nuggets over an afternoon’s work. Riches can be obtained, but there are challenges and risks associated with the quest. In recent years, the entrance to the canyon has been fenced off by a prominent mining corporation that is heavily invested in a large-scale gold-harvesting operation. Signs on the fence every few dozen yards warn that trespassers will be prosecuted. The source of the gold is the same geological formation in which Adams and his party found the abundant ore. During a recent visit, I witnessed armed security guards patrolling the area every fifteen minutes.




  Should one obtain entrance to the canyon, dangers can be encountered in the form of rattlesnakes, which are abundant during the warmer months. With almost every turn of a rock, one encounters scorpions. Poisonous centipedes are common and can inflict painful wounds to the unsuspecting and unwary. The canyon is also home to black bears and mountain lions.




  There is an additional element in this mix, a curious one and one difficult to explain. Perhaps it portends potential danger, perhaps not. The canyon appears to be watched over by men referred to as sentinels. During the earliest visits to the canyon by white men, they reported being observed by Indians who stationed themselves at or near the ridge tops. This canyon has long been sacred to Apaches, who lived and hunted in the region for generations, but evidence has surfaced that the locale may once have been homeland to the Aztecs, an advanced and powerful civilization that ruled vast portions of Mexico far to the south. History tells us that the Aztecs lived and thrived in the region of the southwestern United States before venturing into Mexico. After establishing their culture hundreds of miles away, they continued to return to that region to harvest gold and turquoise as well as other minerals and stones. It is likely they plucked gold nuggets from this same stream. During a recent expedition to the canyon, a weathered yet distinct pictographic image of a shaman was discovered in the same area the Apaches declared sacred. This suggests the site was regarded as holy perhaps as much as five thousand years prior to the arrival of the Apaches. The image was similar to ones found as far away as the Pecos River valley of West Texas, the mountains of Utah, and near the coast of California.




  According to visitors to the canyon since the time when Adams and his partners lived there, the sentinels continue to watch over the region. They have been spotted against the backdrop of the sky along the ridges, sometimes unmoving, sometimes disappearing only to reappear at another location. According to legend and at least one eyewitness, the sentinels who patrol the canyon of gold today are descendants of the Indians, but the exact tribe with which they are associated is unclear.




  Because of the allure of gold and the promise of wealth, the Lost Adams Diggings has been searched for by thousands of hopeful prospectors and adventurers during the past 150 years. Dozens have claimed discovery, but their declarations have never held up under investigation; nor did the finders ever return home with any significant amount of gold. There have been many seekers of the Lost Adams Diggings, but most, if not all, operated on misinformation and/or misinterpretation of reported experience and clues. The reason these numerous claims are not valid is because the searchers were, for the most part, never within two hundred miles of the lost canyon. I know, because I have been there, and it is not where Dobie and dozens of others claimed it could be found.




  As a treasure-recovery professional, I have had numerous opportunities over the years to participate in various stages, from planning to recovery, of one expedition after another in search of the Lost Adams Diggings. What I have learned is that the organizers of these expeditions invariably misinterpreted or misunderstood the stated and long-accepted distances and directions left by Adams, information that was subsequently repeated, reinterpreted, and misinterpreted by others. They confused or misidentified landmarks and misread the geology and geography of the region. In the end they found nothing because they were all searching in a region nowhere close to the actual canyon of gold.




  In 1990, the canyon and the gold were rediscovered and positively identified as a result of an odd set of circumstances involving a disabled former truck driver named Jim Peterson. His story is an amazing one and, at first, difficult to believe. During early conversations with Peterson, I expressed my own doubts about his claim of discovery. He responded by taking me to the canyon, guiding me through the area, pointing out all the significant geographic landmarks and other identifiable features, down to the most minute detail. By the time he was finished, I was convinced that I was at last standing on the bank of the gold-filled stream in Adams’s lost canyon, a stream from which a king’s ransom was once harvested. Subsequent visits to the canyon to verify distance, direction, and landmarks left no room for doubt.




  As I stood alongside Peterson pondering my experience, I glanced up at the nearby ridge tops. Seventy-five yards away and standing next to a tall juniper was a man looking down at us, unmoving. His desert-brown skin was dark in the shadow of a tree. He was trim and sported a headband that secured a long mane of straight black hair that fell below his shoulders. The man was watching us. I turned to say something to Peterson, and when I looked back, the sentinel was gone.




  What follows is the true story of the Lost Adams Diggings, starting at the beginning when Adams was first informed of the rich deposit of gold in a remote mountain range and ending with the story of my own search and discovery. I will provide sufficient detail to show that the long-sought location was nowhere near where most researchers and treasure hunters believed it to be. In addition, I will reinterpret the existing information in a logical and lucid manner in an effort to show how it leads directly to the true location of the Lost Adams Diggings, where a fortune in placer gold can be harvested.




  PART I The Story
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  The Man Called Adams




  The man history associates most closely with what may have been, and perhaps still is, the richest placer gold mine in the Northern Hemisphere was known only as Adams. No verifiable first name has ever been attributed to him, and no photograph of Adams has ever been found.




  Adams was a somewhat enigmatic, elusive, and sometimes reclusive figure during the 1860s and 1870s, showing up in public only during attempts to relocate the famous gold mine that still bears his name. Even today, little is known about Adams, his family, or where he came from. Ask any professional treasure hunter or those intimate with America’s most famous tales of lost mines about Adams’s diggings, however, and they will know most of the details of his discovery.




  Adams once told an interviewer that he was born in Rochester, New York, on July 10, 1829, but revealed nothing of his background. According to the few who knew him, Adams may have lied about his origins. This is not unusual, as during the nineteenth century many newcomers to the American West who had left behind questionable pasts chose to establish new lives accompanied by different names. Some have suggested Adams might have been an outlaw from the east who fled the hangman’s noose, but nothing has ever surfaced to suggest this was anything but a fabrication. Others insist he came from Oregon, where he was a failed gold miner and entrepreneur, and a few documents exist that strongly suggest a connection between Adams and that state. Whatever the truth, it is likely lost forever in the maze and mire of history.




  What is known to be true of Adams, in addition to his association with the famous lost canyon of gold, is that he worked for a freight company transporting goods from Los Angeles, California, to Tucson, Arizona, and back. Adams hired on as a driver in 1861 while living in Los Angeles, and from what can be learned, he was a competent employee, was loyal to the company, and went about his duties without complaint.




  One day in August 1864, Adams completed delivery of a load of freight in Tucson and collected the $2,000 payment from the customer. From there, he proceeded to another location in the city and loaded his wagon with merchandise to be transported back to Los Angeles. For a few days Adams dallied in Tucson, enjoying the pleasures of restaurant-cooked meals and drams of whiskey to wash away the dust of the trail. A short time later he was back on the road, heading west toward California, his wagon and trailer piled high with goods and pulled by a team of six stout draft horses. Behind him trailed a string of twelve riding horses, part of his delivery consignment.




  Approximately one week and 120 miles later, Adams pulled off the main road and set up camp for the evening a short distance from the tiny but growing settlement of Gila Bend northwest of Tucson. During this part of his journey, he claimed, he passed by a Pima Indian village called Sacaton. He unhitched the draft animals, checked their hooves, and led them over to a nearby patch of grass. As was his practice when transporting consignment horses, he turned the animals out to graze. Here, he was fortunate to find lush grasses growing on the wide, flat, fertile flood plain of the Gila River. Weary from the journey, Adams decided not to go to the effort of hobbling the animals, believing they would be fine on their own and not stray too far. This proved to be a mistake.




  Adams prepared his evening meal over a campfire, ate while he leaned against one wheel of the wagon, rinsed his plate and pot in the river, and returned them to the equipment box. After a final check on the horses grazing nearby, he crawled into his bedroll and fell asleep on the ground underneath the vehicle.




  Sometime during the night, Adams was awakened by the sound of galloping horses. Climbing out of his bedroll, he scurried out from under the wagon in time to spot a half dozen young Apaches driving the horses southwestward in the direction of the Sauceda Mountains. The Indians herded the animals at full gallop and had disappeared over a low rise by the time Adams had pulled on his boots.




  Cursing, Adams buckled on his gun belt and grabbed his rifle from the bed of the wagon. After levering a round into the chamber, he set out on foot after the horse thieves, hopeful of catching up with them. He was certain they would stop to rest the animals a few miles away.




  Much to Adams’s surprise, he overtook the Indians and the stolen horses only two miles from the campsite. The young rustlers had stopped in a shallow arroyo to give the animals a blow. As the Apaches admired the newly captured mounts, they were unaware of Adams’s silent approach along the back of the arroyo. When he was close enough to pick out his targets in the lessening dark of early morning, he fired into their midst, killing two of them. The remaining Indians panicked and fled, leaving the eighteen horses behind.




  It took Adams two hours to gather all the animals; most of them, spooked from the gunfire, had dashed out of the low arroyo and onto the adjacent flats. The sun had been up for over an hour by the time he had gathered his stock and began herding it back toward the campsite.




  When Adams was still a half mile away, he spotted a plume of smoke rising from the location where he had left the wagon and trailer. Quickening his pace, he arrived at the campsite to discover the vehicles ablaze. The harnesses and other leather tack had been cut to pieces and strewn along the ground. As he walked around the burning wagon and trailer, Adams saw that most of the goods he was transporting had been taken. The items left behind had either been burned or tossed into the nearby brush. The $2,000 in cash he carried in a pouch stashed behind the wagon seat was nowhere to be found. Adams realized that the theft of the horses was a diversion designed to lure him from the camp so the wagons could be looted.




  Riding one of the draft horses bareback and herding the rest, Adams set out for a Pima Indian village a few miles to the east, the one he claimed he had passed the previous day. All he possessed were the clothes he wore and his rifle and pistol. At the village, he hoped to trade one or more of the animals for enough supplies to get back to California.




  It was late afternoon when, about a mile from the Pima village, Adams spotted a group of twenty men panning for gold in a narrow stream that flowed into the Gila River. He stopped to visit with them and to let the horses rest, water, and graze.




  The miners told Adams they were from Pennsylvania and Ohio and on their way to what they were told were promising gold fields in the Sierra Nevada Mountains of California. They were nearly out of funds when a member of the party found a small amount of gold flake in the little stream next to which they were camped. Hoping to pan enough gold to purchase supplies for the remainder of their journey, the optimistic miners decided to remain for a few days. Less than half of them owned horses. The rest traveled on foot and had to carry their supplies and equipment on their backs. Naturally, they were interested in obtaining Adams’s mounts and undertook to bargain with him, offering some of their gold as payment. Adams explained that the horses did not belong to him but promised to think about it. He was enjoying the company of the miners and told them he would discuss the possibility of a trade the next morning. For now, he said, he just wanted to rest.
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