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Prologue







On Thursday 13 March 2008, the price of gold went above a thousand dollars an ounce for the first time in history. All over the world, at least in countries with gold-bearing soil, people with no experience of prospecting began shopping for shovels and pickaxes, gold pans, tents, generators and all manner of equipment that they had no idea how to use. And off they went mining.


Men and women whose judgement had previously gone unchallenged gave up jobs and left their homes and families in the belief that they could strike it rich. In the United States, they began to call this a new gold rush; the number of mining-claim applications rose by twenty per cent in just twelve months.


From a distance, I suspected this was nothing more than folly but I admired the people who were taking part in it and persuaded a magazine to send me to California to take a look for myself. What I found left me puzzled. The gold-seekers I met seemed broke, hungry and mostly bereft of the one thing they had come here for: gold. Yet cheerfully they trussed up all sense of reason and kept on digging.


Was this hope I was witnessing, or desperation? Because most of the stories I found were tainted with sadness, or denial, or both.


There was the couple mining for enough gold to cover the cost of their wedding; the man who had lost his job, living in a car and ignoring his wife’s pleas to come home; the pensioners who had exchanged their condos in Florida for motorhomes in the hills, pretending that – heck – it wasn’t really about the gold, while digging for it to the point of exhaustion; and there were gullible prospectors who were packing up and heading to a new river because someone had told them about the guy there who had hit a big pay streak.


‘The guy’ seemed everywhere and nowhere; rumours of his fantastical finds were enough to send hordes of miners rushing from one speculative camp to another. Was he a shining figment of their collective imaginations or was he real? I looked hard but I never found him.


I met a few prospectors who had unearthed fistfuls of gold but they seemed as impoverished as those who had none. After a time, they would offer to show me their hoard and all would become clear; they couldn’t bring themselves to sell it. They would rather starve.


Why, I wondered, did they do this? Most admitted that they were unlikely to find the riches they had come for, but they kept on coming anyway.


I returned to London believing that there was something wrong with these people, while feeling faintly envious of them. They woke each morning to fresh mountain air, to the sound of clean, clear water rushing over rocks, in the belief that today could be their day, the day they found a rich vein or a gold nugget the size of their fist.


And the odd thing is, they were right.


I began to study the California Gold Rush of 1849 and discovered that the frantic efforts of more than three hundred thousand miners – arguably the largest single migration event the world had ever seen – had made barely a dent in the state’s reserves of gold; most geologists believe that eighty per cent of it has yet to be found.


During the original Gold Rush chunks weighing as much as 160 pounds were uncovered – and remarkable pieces still turn up. As recently as July 2014 a six-pound nugget found in California fetched four hundred thousand dollars at auction. In an instant it had transformed the life of the man who found it.


Gold, I thought, was like a wish; it could change everything in the blink of an eye.


In 1849, otherwise sensible people left their families, homes and professions, risking all on fantastic reports of a new El Dorado. It sounded terribly familiar. They travelled thousands of miles over hard country, desert and mountains to get to California, to Gold Country, to the place where their dreams would come true. But many of them died – some estimates say one in five – either on their way to the goldfields or in the squalid conditions they found when they arrived there.


As I read of their adventures, I came to admire their courage and spirit. I found myself imagining where they had hunted for their gold and, increasingly, wanting to be there, wondering whether I, too, might discover some monstrous nugget, some life-changing hunk of metal.


Of course, I did nothing about this – it was a ridiculous notion, a wild fantasy.


The 2008 mini gold rush came and went before another hove into view in 2011 as gold neared two thousand dollars an ounce. It had taken six thousand years since the pharaohs first began mining gold for it to reach a thousand dollars an ounce, then just three more for that price to double. I found this utterly incredible.


And that was when my curiosity became my malady. I promised myself that when the price of gold reached two thousand dollars an ounce, I would go and look for it. I had little practical sense of how to find it or where to look, but if I followed in the footsteps of the 1849 prospectors, the ‘49ers’, I couldn’t go far wrong.


By mid-2011, the Bank of America and Morgan Stanley were predicting that gold would crash through the two-thousand-dollar ceiling at some point in 2012. Secretly, my excitement was mounting but I was too embarrassed to tell anyone about it. They would call me a fool and how could I argue with that?


The price of gold climbed to 1,920 dollars by September 2011 and then, aside from the occasional blip, it went down and down and down. By the end of 2012, some analysts were again predicting that chaos in European economies would drive it above two thousand, but their predictions were wrong. It fell and kept on falling until by the end of June 2013 it was worth only 1,220 dollars an ounce.


The sense of loss I felt over gold’s failure to reach the two-thousand-dollar mark surprised me. My excuse to go looking for it was gone and that mattered more to me than I had imagined it possibly could.


My head told me that this was a good thing; it would have been a foolish enterprise and it would have ended in tears. But my heart told me something different; that I should go. Even if I found nothing, it would be a great adventure.


You see, looking for gold is no more complicated than playing the lottery. You know the odds are stacked against you, but you buy a ticket anyway.


Before I could change my mind, I packed a bag on 1 July and boarded a flight for San Francisco, two hours west of Gold Country.










PART I


‘Nature herself makes it clear that the production of gold is laborious, the guarding of it difficult, the zest for it very great, and its use balanced between pleasure and pain.’


Diodorus Siculus, Greek historian, first century BC
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The Luck of James Wilson Marshall







 


The morning sun rose over the South Fork of the American River shortly before six, setting into relief the pointing figure of James Wilson Marshall, an ordinary man with extraordinary luck. Cast in bronze ten feet high on top of a thirty-one-foot granite plinth, Marshall looks almost embarrassed in his floppy hat and breeches, his left arm outstretched for all eternity, index finger aimed at some specific place of inscrutable interest far down below.


‘Okay, okay, it was there,’ he seems to be saying. ‘Now can I put my arm down?’


You can’t actually see the spot to which Marshall is pointing from his hilltop perch; trees and geography obscure the view. But if you’ve made it this far, as far as Coloma in El Dorado County, California, then you probably already know it as the exact location where, on 24 January 1848, he found gold. In a fleeting moment far less dramatic than the monument that celebrates it, Marshall simply looked down into a ditch and saw some yellow and shiny objects.


‘I picked up one or two pieces and examined them attentively,’ he later recalled. ‘And having some general knowledge of minerals, I could not call to mind more than two which in any way resembled this: sulphuret of iron, very bright and brittle; and gold, bright yet malleable. I then tried it between two rocks and found that it could be beaten into a different shape, but not broken.’


Marshall took the nuggets to William Scott, one of his workmates, and, appropriately tongue-tied, said simply, ‘I have found it.’


‘What?’ inquired Scott.


‘Gold,’ said Marshall.


‘Oh, no! That can’t be.’


Marshall looked into the palm of his hand. ‘I know it to be nothing else,’ he said.


The men were in the middle of nowhere but word seeped out and so began the most infamous gold rush in history, a frenzy of hopes born and dashed, of greed and fever, lust and death. In just eighteen months, the population of San Francisco – the nearest sea port – had grown from a few hundred to twenty-five thousand. Within two years of Marshall’s discovery, California had become part of the United States, its admission a political watershed that would affect the balance of power between the pro-slavery South and the free North and eventually lead to civil war.


Over the next seven years, more than three hundred thousand chancers would pour in to slake their thirst for gold. Some of them would strike it rich; most wouldn’t. And tens of thousands would die trying.


Looking up at the bronze figure of Marshall in the early morning heat – the day was already sweltering but it would reach 107 degrees by mid-morning – I began to wonder whether my timing was a bit off, perhaps by as much as two hundred years. After rushing to extract gold from the ground, I had begun to look into the practicalities of such an enterprise and learned mostly this: these days it is very hard to find gold. It is even harder to find in any significant quantity.


Before Marshall’s discovery, California was a land mass (almost twice the size of the UK) that had been largely ignored and little-settled by the pre-eminent colonial powers of the day. It had an indigenous Native American population of around 150,000 when the Gold Rush began, a number that would be reduced by illness, starvation and murder to around thirty thousand by the time it ended.


The remaining population, numbering a few thousand, comprised Californian-born Mexicans, Americans who had survived perilous journeys from the east, Mormons escaping persecution, a sprinkling of escaped slaves and a handful of adventurous Europeans who had found favour with the Mexican authorities when the country declared independence from Spain (with California included in the territory) in 1821.


Among these Europeans was a German-Swiss adventurer called John Augustus Sutter, who had managed to persuade the Mexican governor of California to grant him almost fifty thousand acres of land in the verdant valley of the Sacramento River, a couple of hundred miles north-east of what we now call San Francisco; it had previously been called Yerba Buena. So desperate were the Mexicans to tame California that it was not unusual for them to give away large tracts of it.


Central to Sutter’s empire was a settlement he had built and named after himself – Sutter’s Fort – in modern-day Sacramento. It was to this fort, close to the confluence of the Sacramento and American rivers, that settlers, trappers and traders would beat a path and from which they would spread out far and wide to populate the countryside, a land he called New Helvetia, using the Latin Helvetia for Switzerland, the country in which he was raised.


Sutter already employed dozens of men and owned thousands of head of livestock when, in the autumn of 1847, he commissioned James Marshall, a carpenter from New Jersey, to build him a saw mill forty miles east of the fort near the South Fork of the American River where there was particularly good lumber in the shape of enormous ponderosa pines. With this lumber would come building, expansion and power. He made Marshall a partner in the enterprise and sent him off to build the mill at Coloma in the foothills of the Sierra Nevada Mountains, with a handful of Mormons and Native Americans for labour.


So when Marshall returned to Sutter’s Fort with news of the gold find a few months later, Sutter was less than pleased. He was smart enough to know that this was not good news for him; if word of the discovery leaked, his lands would be overrun by prospectors, his workers would run off to look for gold and his dreams of an agricultural and ranching empire would lie in ruins.


One can only imagine the shushing, cussing and vows of silence that were issued that cold day in January 1848 but they counted for nothing. Gold has a way of working on the tongues of men and making them slack-jawed, even when it is to their detriment. Word of the discovery passed around the small group of workers whom Marshall had employed in Coloma and so Sutter agreed to let them prospect in return for their silence. But then, as now, few men with gold in their pockets can resist boasting about it.


Within a couple of months all the settlers in the Sacramento Valley had heard of the discovery. This in itself was not enough to spark a gold rush; most were farmers who either didn’t believe the reports or couldn’t care less about them. Even the two weekly newspapers that existed in San Francisco, the Californian and the California Star, mentioned only in passing the discovery made that winter.


It wasn’t until spring that the first flames of the Gold Rush were lit, and it can be said with absolute certainty that one man and his actions – outstanding in their deviousness – fanned them.


His name was Sam Brannan, the twenty-nine-year-old proprietor of the Star, a Mormon who had been despatched by the movement’s founders to consider California as a possible home for the Church of the Latter-Day Saints. By a remarkable stroke of good fortune, Brannan had recently established a general store at Sutter’s Fort. When some of the early miners went into his shop and offered to pay for provisions in gold, he went to Coloma, acquired a jar full of flakes and nuggets from them and returned to the fort, where he stocked up with shovels, picks, canvas, pans and everything necessary for mining operations. And then he travelled with the jar of gold to San Francisco.


There he ran through the streets shouting, ‘Gold! Gold! Gold from the American River!’ and watched calmly as the gold he carried drove the small population into a frenzy. Having cornered the market in the region’s mining equipment, he sauntered back to his store and began fleecing his gold-crazed customers. Gold pans that he had bought for twenty cents were sold for fifteen dollars, the equivalent today of 450 dollars each. Within a few short months he was the fledgling state’s first millionaire.


The news brought by Brannan wreaked havoc. By mid-May it is estimated that seventy-five per cent of all the men in California had abandoned their livelihoods and homes and headed off to the goldfields of the Sierra Nevada Mountains. There were no doctors to treat the sick, no labourers to till the land and no merchants to sell food or goods. It was the same story from San Diego in the south of California to Sonoma in the north.


Before suspending publication due to the exodus of its reporters and printers, the Californian railed: ‘The whole country from San Francisco to Los Angeles, and from the seashore to the base of the Sierra Nevada, resounds to the sordid cry of gold! GOLD! GOLD!!! while the field is left half planted, the house half built, and everything neglected but the manufacture of shovels and pickaxes and the means of transportation to the spot where . . . the average for all concerned is twenty dollars per diem.’


To put that into perspective, Americans ‘back east’ were earning about a dollar a day.


As news began to spread in newspaper reports all over the world, men – for it was almost universally men – left their ploughs, professions and families and headed to California. The first arrivals came by ship up the western edges of the continent or across the Pacific from the Orient and Australasia. Then followed miners overland from the Midwest and by sea from the east coast and Europe, braving the malarial jungles of the Isthmus of Panama or the gigantic swells of Cape Horn to reach their destination, journeys that would take between five and eight months. They came from China, Argentina, Australia, Britain, France and Ireland, from New Zealand, Russia, Mexico, Peru and Chile, from the four corners of the earth.


And when they arrived, the ships’ crews left with their passengers to look for gold. By July 1849 more than five hundred abandoned vessels lay idle in the port of San Francisco. There was no one left to sail them.
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Coloma







Very few people live in Coloma because it is essentially a large outdoor museum. If, as I did, you were to roll into town just after dawn, with mist rising over the grass and the American River, you would most likely see deer foraging near the road opposite reconstructions of John Sutter’s saw mill and James Marshall’s old shack.


If Marshall could actually see what he was pointing at from his hilltop plinth half a mile away, he would surely blush. They have given him his own park, the Marshall Gold Discovery State Historic Park, to be precise, complete with a second monument near his find, an old miner’s cabin, a tea shop, some authentic jail ruins, a gun shop, a Chinese exhibit (for there were many Chinese in the 1849 Gold Rush) and a small but informative indoor museum.


I strolled along a trail on the west bank of the river to a large square stack of rocks embroidered with the words ‘Sutter Mill’ in yellow pebbles, close to where Marshall found his gold. It was lying in the mill race that channelled water into the wheel that powered the mill. It is an idyllic spot. The river is shallow but fast-flowing, as clear as a deer’s eyes. On the far bank, perhaps a hundred yards away, the pines that attracted Marshall to Coloma still grow, rising gently to an endless blue sky. When he first arrived, the area was known as Culloma, from the Nisenan tribe’s word cullumah, meaning ‘beautiful’. It changed its named to Coloma in 1851 but it remains beautiful to this day.


I looked into the river and saw myriad shining objects that could have been gold. How wonderful, I thought, to reach into the crystalline waters and pick up a few nuggets. But I had read about fool’s gold, iron pyrite that mimics the precious metal, flashing seductively from the river bed but crumbling to the touch. All that glisters, I thought.


As I walked away from the river, my concerns over timing were weighing on my mind. I had rushed to Gold Country in a chaotic and unplanned manner and I now realized that this was a mistake. The weather is almost always good in California, I had wrongly thought, and, as a person from a cold climate, too much heat is rarely a consideration. I wiped the sweat pouring down the back of my neck. It was seven o’clock on a July morning and the temperature was already in the mid-nineties.


My research had led me to a series of videos posted on the internet by a prospector named Nathaniel Burson, a young and mild-mannered individual who, unlike the prospectors of yore, did not have a wild and crazy beard, did not present himself in red long johns, unlaced boots or dog-eared hat – and who made the discovery of gold look easy. I had tracked him down to his home in Arizona and begun to seek advice by email, principally asking whether prospecting in July would kill me. He said it would not. I would be working in or near cool rivers and that would bring down the ambient temperature. But, already swooning before breakfast, I wasn’t so sure.


I had a couple of major problems with which to contend: I had no equipment and little idea of how to prospect for gold. I found myself constantly looking at my feet in the hope of stumbling across a nugget or two, lying on the ground like breadcrumbs leading the way to a huge cache. How on earth, I wondered, do you find the stuff?


Nathaniel’s advice was to learn to prospect along the Klamath River in the far north of California, some three hundred miles from here, at a place called Happy Camp in the foothills of the Siskiyou Mountains. These names meant nothing to me. I called him.


‘Where’s the happy camp?’ I asked.


‘Up in the north,’ he replied.


‘Yes, but where’s the camp?’


‘Up in the north.’


‘The north of what?’


‘California.’


‘Yes, but what town?’


‘Happy Camp.’


‘Yes but where’s it at? In what town can I find the happy camp?’


‘No, you don’t understand. Happy Camp is a town.’


I was already learning that one of the pleasing aspects of the 1849 Gold Rush was that hitherto unnamed locations were suddenly placed on maps, no matter how rudimentary, by the first people to arrive there. Often, they would simply name a place after themselves: Angels Camp, after Henry Angel and his trading post; Downieville, after Scots gold miner William Downie; or after some devastatingly obvious feature: Dry Diggin’s, Beaver Creek and so on.


Near Coloma you will find Rattlesnake Bar Road, Brush n Rocks Lane, Salmon Falls Road and Cherry Acres. Many names, such as Lou Allen Lane, suddenly become very personal and rather moving; one can imagine Mr Allen arriving, downtrodden or unlucky, perhaps, in a fresh land where anything is possible, naming this track after himself. My favourite among these was ‘Myown Road’ near Placerville, just ten miles or so from the statue of James Marshall.


Nevertheless, I had not expected an entire town to be called anything so ridiculous as Happy Camp. Nathaniel had told me that there were two things of interest there: good people and good gold. So in my mind’s eye I saw a pine-scented encampment inhabited by cheerful, bearded old-timers who ate beans, drank whiskey and danced around crackling log fires burning a sensible distance from their dated canvas tents and the bulging sacks of gold that they housed.


Nathaniel also told me that there was nowhere to buy camping equipment in Happy Camp, a fact that left me wondering whether there wasn’t a blindingly obvious opportunity to be had there. I took one last look at the American River and promised myself that I would come back and search for gold, but not as a greenhorn – as a seasoned miner, however long that might take. Then I set off to buy a tent.


I had previously camped out only twice in my life, and found it less than enjoyable each time. The first, when I was a boy, was in the back garden of my home with my best friend and was memorable for the fact that my sister brought out hot chocolate into which a large frog jumped and quickly expired. The second, many years later, was at a music festival in Wiltshire. My partner, Suzanne, and I had arrived with a new tent and began putting it up as our friends, in various states of sobriety, watched in amusement. We were delighted with the results, filled with the satisfaction that comes with the realization that no pegs, poles, pieces of vinyl or string are left over at the completion of the job. Why everyone was laughing to the point of asphyxiation we could not understand. The tent was most definitely up. It was shaped something like an igloo and was firm, safe and would surely keep us dry if the heavens opened. It took a passing stranger to solve the mystery, none of our friends having felt inclined to put us out of our misery. ‘It’s inside out, mate,’ he said.


I went to the nearest Walmart and set about buying everything I imagined I would need. The store did not stock collapsible canoes or cleft sticks, but it seemed to have pretty much everything else. I found a tent on whose box was a picture of a happy nuclear family, gambolling with purpose around a sturdy-looking construction that appeared to be lofty enough for them to stand up in. It was forty dollars, much cheaper than the nightly cost of the motels in which I was used to staying during long trips to the United States. I was going to save some serious money here!


So I bought an inflatable mattress and a foot pump; a sleeping bag; some plastic plates and cups; stainless steel knives and forks that folded in on themselves to reveal corkscrews and gadgets that may or may not have been for removing stones from horses’ hooves; a battery-powered fan; a pillow; a small lantern; a torch; a large supply of batteries; a roll of gaffer tape; some string; mosquito repellent; mosquito coils; sunscreen; antibiotic cream; sting relief cream; a first aid kit; a back support; small plastic containers for food; a large plastic container for the small plastic containers; tins of pork ‘n’ beans, ravioli, meatballs, corned beef, peas, carrots, sweet corn and peaches; a straw hat; a commemorative Independence Day T-shirt that read ‘1776 – You’ll Never Keep Me Down!’; a disposable mobile phone; an international calling card; pens and notebooks; a camera (I had left mine charging at home); a memory card for the camera; four gallons of water; water-purifying tablets; a cooler chest; a vacuum coffee cup; an insulated beer-bottle holder; a collapsible garden chair; and a large knife for just three dollars, which later turned out to be every bit as useful as its price suggested.


I packed it all into the four-wheel drive vehicle I had hired, headed west towards Sacramento and on to the I-5, the road that would take me north, running almost parallel with the Sacramento River, all the way to a town called Yreka where I would join Highway 96, the route that wound and pitched westwards to the Siskiyou Mountains and my final destination, Happy Camp.


The weather was beautiful, if a little frightening in its intensity; heat that could – and, in 1849, often did – kill a person travelling unprepared and without air conditioning. Driving down from the Sierra Nevada and into the Sacramento Valley sees a brisk and remarkable change in landscape, from rugged mountains and gentle rolling hills to mile after mile of flat farmland, memorable for its lovely orchards of apples and peaches and trees heavy with nuts and olives.


By late afternoon I was more than half-way and decided to find a motel for the night. I stopped for fuel in the town of Redding and was shocked when I unlocked the car door; it felt like opening an oven to check on a joint of meat. The local radio station said it was 117 degrees and again I began to wonder how wise I had been to choose July to take on this task.


I did not stay the night in Redding, even though several circuits of its central district convinced me that it was lovely in many respects. It had a small and pretty old town that was made more appealing by the presence of the Sacramento River flowing lazily through its heart. Here, the sides of the river were steep and high, but there had been no municipal trimming and shaping, smoothing and shoring of them. Instead, fabulous houses clung to the top of the banks, which were eroding and offering casual visitors the delicious prospect – at any moment – of watching someone’s home topple into the water. I spent too much time waiting for this to happen, and that might have been the reason why all of the more attractive motels I tried to check into later were full.


So I drove on past higher, deeper and less-populated communities surrounded by white peaks that made me gasp. Resisting the temptation to find a motel in Whiskeytown – it would have ended in tears – I stopped short at the Lakehead Lodge, appropriately located in lovely isolation at the head of Shasta Lake, the green and serene run-off from the magnificent Mount Shasta, which stands almost exactly half as high as Mount Everest, and took a room for the night.
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The next morning was crisp, blue-skied and full of promise. I was so close to gold I felt I could touch it. From the outset, I had decided I would assess myself daily for signs of gold fever, in much the same way as a doctor might check the temperature of someone teetering on the brink of a serious illness. Aside from leaving behind my partner, abandoning my regular work and travelling half-way around the world, I had done nothing yet to suggest I was becoming obsessed with the precious metal. The Chambers Dictionary definition of gold fever is ‘A mania for seeking gold’, and I most certainly did not have that.


In the weeks leading up to my decision to come to California, I had immersed myself in the study of the precious metal, yet felt singularly unqualified to find it. I discovered that the element’s chemical symbol was Au, derived from aurum, its Latin name, which means ‘shining dawn’ (Aurora was the Roman goddess of dawn). I learned that gold was unfeasibly dense, a cubic foot of it weighing half a ton. And that it was almost as soft as putty, an ounce of it so ductile it could be teased into a thread fifty miles long. If you had a hammer and an inordinate amount of time in which to put it to a seemingly pointless task, you could beat an ounce of gold into a gossamer-like sheet that would cover an area of one hundred square feet at a thickness of 280-thousandths of an inch.


Gold is incredibly rare – all of it found so far, about 190,000 tons, could be carried in a medium-sized oil tanker. Think of it: all the gold rings and chains, coins and bars, goblets and plates, thrones and crowns, swords and daggers, statuettes and ornaments, oddities, trinkets, bespoke adornments and teeth by the hundred million, jealously guarded by the entire human race, could fit into the hold of one ship as a cube measuring sixty-seven feet by sixty-seven feet.


Gold is inert and timeless, one of the reasons that it is associated with immortality; it never corrodes or ages. You can find gold jewellery, coins and exhibits in museums all over the world that might have been mined five thousand years ago but that look – and will always look – as if they were crafted yesterday.


Wars have been waged, lands lost, power forged, hearts broken, dreams shattered, peoples enslaved, fortunes made and lost, morals eroded with alarming alacrity, and mythology given wings by gold and our obsession with it. Gold’s legitimacy and importance among Judeo-Christians comes from the Bible, in which there are more than four hundred references to it, not least in Exodus, in which God supposedly instructed Moses to construct a sanctuary in which the Jews were to worship him, together with a tabernacle to be housed inside it. God apparently said: ‘Thou shalt overlay [the tabernacle] with pure gold, within and without shalt thou overlay it, and shalt make upon it a crown of gold round about.’


Wasn’t this the same God whose son said it was easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the Kingdom of Heaven?


The financial historian Peter L. Bernstein, in his seminal book The Power of Gold: The History of an Obsession, describes John Ruskin, the art critic and social thinker, musing on the subject more than a hundred years ago. Ruskin told the story of a man travelling on board a ship with all his wealth in the form of gold coins. After a few days, a violent storm rose up and passengers were ordered to abandon ship. The man strapped his bag of coins to his torso, jumped overboard and sank into the depths. ‘Now,’ asked Ruskin. ‘As he was sinking, had he the gold? Or had the gold him?’


I had no gold, but already I was wondering whether it had me.


My studies had led to my being haunted by figures from the past, figures in whose footsteps I was about to tread. Those who braved the California Gold Rush called themselves Argonauts after the mythical crew of the Argo in which Jason went in search of the Golden Fleece, and many of them were prolific diarists. As I read of their adventures, three of them touched me most profoundly; they were John ‘J.D.’ Borthwick, Sarah Royce and William Swain. Of the hundreds of accounts that have survived, I found theirs most poignant and powerful. I began to think of them as companions.


Borthwick, a Scots artist and son of an Edinburgh physician, had been born in 1824 with perpetually itchy feet. He caught the gold bug in 1851 following periods of travel through Canada and as far south as New Orleans in the United States. In a subsequent memoir, Gold Rush: Three Years in California, Borthwick described his adventures; he seemed one minute cavalier and brave, the next compassionate and funny. I was to tailor my prospecting just to see where Borthwick went.


My second companion, Sarah Royce, was English, having been born in Stratford-upon-Avon. She was carried to Rochester, New York, by her parents when she was just six weeks old. When her husband, Josiah, also English-born, read the first vague accounts of a gold rush far away, he announced that he, Sarah and their two-year-old daughter, Mary, were to leave their home in Iowa on the last day of April 1849 and head to California.


Very few men took their families along and this meant that Sarah, then in her early twenties, was to become one of the first women in the Californian goldfields. Her courage and resilience were as frighteningly impressive as her determination in the face of death. She instilled in me a sense of the horrific privations endured by the Argonauts during the six-month overland journey to California and of the hardships that they endured when they finally arrived there.


My third friend, William Swain, was a twenty-seven-year-old farmer from Youngstown in the northern part of New York State. An upright and honest man, he was decency personified. Recently married and with a new-born baby girl, William nevertheless had a thirst for adventure and, in common with many of those who rushed to California, he believed a year’s hard work there might provide enough riches to allow his family to live out the rest of their days in comfort. Luckily, William was the keenest of diarists, an intelligent and resourceful man whose account of the journey west is regarded as the most complete of any of the Argonauts.


Once they had reached out to me from the past, I was to feel their presence in every step I took, in all the ditches I dug, in the many riverbeds I plundered.
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Yreka, the Dredging Thing and Happy Camp







North of Mount Shasta the landscape changed dramatically into flat, yellow-grassed prairies, morphing from rugged peaks into the Shasta Valley 2,500 feet above sea level, a broad and fertile plain that must have seemed like paradise to early settlers braving the trail west and then south from Oregon. Here, in March 1851, a mule-train packer named Abraham Thompson found gold near a spot already bearing the typically descriptive name of Rocky Gulch. Within a month, two thousand miners had flooded south from Oregon and north from diggings that had already played out in the southerly Californian goldfields.


I was on my way to meet a miner named Rich Krimm, one of the ‘good people’ from Happy Camp who Nathaniel suggested might help me. After just two phone calls, Rich had offered to take me under his wing, but he warned that my lessons in finding gold would not begin anywhere so prosaic as a river. Instead, he had asked me to meet him in Yreka, some eighty miles short of my final destination, at the Siskiyou County Superior Courthouse. I didn’t ask why; I naturally assumed it would be something to do with gold, whiskey and guns.


I had first imagined that Yreka was an adulteration of the word eureka, the Greek for ‘I have found it’ (and the motto of the State of California), but I was wrong. Although its exact origins remain unclear, the most likely derivation can be found in the Shasta Native American word wáik’a, meaning ‘white mountain’. However, in his autobiography, Mark Twain, who traveled extensively through gold era California and wrote entertainingly about it, took a different view. In common with all Gold Rush towns, Yreka began as little more than a tented city struggling to cope as humanity poured in. Twain wrote that a baker had arrived in the settlement and stretched out to dry a painted canvas sign bearing the word BAKERY, which had twisted in the wind to hide the letter ‘B’.


A stranger came along, saw the sign from behind and thought he had arrived in YREKA. And, according to Twain, the name stuck. Today, the city has a population of about eight thousand people, wrapped around an old town that looks like a western movie set; much of the original Gold Rush architecture survives.


The Superior Courthouse is a beautiful art deco edifice strangely at odds with the surroundings in which it stands. It has a swagger that was only slightly diminished in my eyes by the fact that it had once proudly housed the town’s collection of gold, a 1.3 million dollar cache of nuggets and jewellery, until it was stolen from its display case in January 2012 when someone left a window open. The fact that the biggest crime in Yreka’s history had taken place in the courthouse was something I decided not to dwell upon when I met its townsfolk.


On the first floor was a motley group of individuals who looked as if they didn’t belong. Some of them looked as if they didn’t belong anywhere. There was much grumbling and huffing, and one or two were moving their shoulders in a circular motion as if trying to remove the darned shirt that they had felt obliged to wear that day. They were gold miners and from their midst came a man I first took to be their lawyer; he was tall and smart, handsome, greying and incongruously well-groomed behind a magnificent moustache.


This was Rich Krimm. Rich was aged sixty-five but was in much better shape than me or anyone else in the courthouse. He approached me and crushed my hand while I smiled back at him. He was not a lawyer, but the Internal Affairs director of the New 49er Prospecting Association, a private company that controlled more than a hundred miles of mining claims along rivers in the region.


That’s right: claims. The gunfights you saw on television as a kid because Red Buttons had jumped Audie Murphy’s claim were over exactly the same kind that still exist in law today in nineteen of America’s fifty states. If you are American and can find a piece of public land that has no claim on it, and you uncover some gold there, you can mosey on down to your nearest Bureau of Land Management (BLM) office and, under the General Mining Act of 1872, register a claim. The BLM administers almost one-eighth of the land mass of the USA.


If you’re going to dig an underground mine to look for gold – what’s called a ‘lode’ mine (a lode is a subterranean vein of metal-bearing ore) – your claim could cover an area up to fifteen hundred feet in length and six hundred in width. If you are looking for gold near the surface, usually in or near a river – what’s called ‘placer’ mining (pronounced ‘plasser’) – then your claim would cover up to twenty acres – almost nine hundred thousand square feet. And each of up to eight partners could add a similar amount of land to your collective claim.


That’s an awful lot of land and suddenly all the metals and minerals on or in it belong to you. You hop (possibly skip and jump) into the BLM with a map of your claim, a 34-dollar ‘location fee’, a 194-dollar ‘filing fee’, a 140-dollar ‘maintenance fee’ and the claim is yours to work. You must also register it at the County Records Office, and once you’ve done that you’re a potential millionaire or a fool with an awful lot of worthless land to dig up.


You’ll notice there are quite a lot of fiddly details involved in all this, including fees to be paid, forms to be filled out and maps to be drawn. You also have to build a three-foot stack of stones or stick a pole in the middle of your claim – I am not making this up. You must also renew your claim each year and, if you forget to do this before 1 September, it will expire, which is exactly what your sneaky and avaricious neighbour is hoping for.


Since the 1980s, Rich’s boss, a legendary prospector named Dave McCracken, known to miners as Dave Mack (not Dave or Mack, but always Dave Mack), had been assiduously gathering claims one by one, mostly along the Klamath River, and now he was operating a considerable business charging prospectors to look for gold on those claims. It was the job of Rich, a former police officer, to keep claim jumpers and non-payers off the land and to make sure that miners hunted for their gold legally.


Eventually, curiosity got the better of me. ‘Why are we here?’ I asked.


‘Because of the dredging thing,’ replied Rich.


‘The dredging thing?’


Rich explained that one of the best ways to find gold was to climb into a river with what can only be described as a huge vacuum cleaner mounted on a floating platform and to suck up the sediment as close as you could get to bedrock. This is called dredging. Because gold is nineteen times heavier than water and around seven times heavier than anything else likely to be found in it, that is where you will uncover gold: at the bottom. It’s gravity, pure and simple, and with a suction dredge you can process large amounts of sediment, filter out the stuff you don’t want and be left with ‘pay dirt’, the mud and sand in which you are most likely to find flakes and nuggets.


In the distant past, when prospecting was carried out without regard for the environment, vast dredges as big as ships would tear up river beds, spewing out unwanted mud as they went along, polluting waterways and destroying the habitats of freshwater species. This kind of dredging had been banned long ago; today’s dredges are little more than rafts carrying pumps that suck up sediment and provide air to miners working on the riverbeds below.


In recent years, environmental groups had been arguing that suction dredging was bad for rivers, in particular for the spawning grounds of salmon. As a result, the State of California had banned it. The miners argued that this was ridiculous; they weren’t allowed to dredge during the spawning season and, anyway, the disruption that their vacuum hoses created was nothing when compared with the raging floods caused by springtime thaws and heavy rains each year.


The ban had crippled small mining towns that relied on the money brought in by prospectors. Each side, entrenched in the veracity of its argument, had expert opinion and environmental reports to support it.


The New 49ers and the local businesses in Siskiyou County had formed an alliance to contest the ban, based on a rather flimsy technicality. The state had defined a suction dredge as a machine with a pump attached to a sluice box, a metal tray that filtered away unwanted surface sediment. To get around this definition, the 49ers had simply removed their sluice boxes and renamed their remodelled dredges as ‘gravel transfer systems’. The environmentalists weren’t buying it.


I had stumbled into a pivotal moment in the argument. A judge was going to rule whether the miners could continue with their so-called ‘gravel transfer systems’ in Siskiyou County.


We all settled down while the New 49ers’ lawyer outlined their argument. Then, by phone and played over loudspeakers in the courtroom, a high-powered attorney for the environmentalists responded from his office in San Bernardino, more than six hundred miles to the south. I might have been wrong, but I felt he could have been filing his nails and ordering lunch while he presented his case to the hick judge from up north. The judge, however, was rather magisterial and in complete control of her courtroom. She granted the miners a thirty-day order allowing them to use their customized mining platforms in the county until another hearing, in a court in San Bernardino, would settle the matter once and for all (though at the time of writing it still hasn’t been).


The highlight of the afternoon came when the judge read out the wording of her order. Over the loudspeakers, the high-powered lawyer challenged her on the placing of two commas. Everyone held their breath and looked at the judge. She didn’t flinch.


‘Now listen here, sonny,’ she said. ‘My husband is an English language teacher and I don’t even let him correct my grammar!’ And she didn’t change a thing. The gold miners exploded into wild applause.


Okay, she didn’t call him ‘sonny’. But she should have.


[image: ]


After the hearing I followed Rich west on Highway 96 towards Happy Camp and began to feel we were venturing truly into the wild. The road wound and crawled, twisted and coiled through towering mountains, slavishly hugging the deep and slow, shallow and white waters of the Klamath.


Rich had never considered looking for gold until he had retired from his job as a police officer in 2003. He was introduced to prospecting by his brother-in-law and was hooked the first time he saw gold in a pan. He met Dave Mack at a mining fair in Las Vegas a short time later, bought a New 49ers membership and was now one of Dave Mack’s dredging partners, taking underwater mining to new levels, diving into ridiculously fast-flowing water and finding ounces of gold at a time. They called it ‘extreme prospecting’ and it was incredibly dangerous. He would tell me all about it, he said, but first I would have to find somewhere to pitch my tent in Happy Camp.


We reached our destination shortly after six in the evening. I climbed out of the car and found myself spinning around, awed by distant beauty in every direction. The town was surrounded by the Marble Mountains, Desolation Peak, Rattlesnake Peak and Preston Peak, at over 7,300 feet the highest in the Siskiyou Wilderness. Later, I was to buy a detailed map of the region and whole swaths were labelled just that, ‘Wilderness’, a legal designation reserved only for America’s most beautiful locations, countryside that would come under federal protection forever. I could not have been more delighted had there been descriptions that read ‘Here Be Dragons’.


At the foot of the mountains, nestled among forests of ponderosa and sugar pine, madrone, spruce and Douglas fir, was Happy Camp itself, home to a population of just twelve hundred. There was a broad open lot at the town’s centre with a grocery store called Parry’s Market, an auto-repair shop, a tourism office, a gift shop, one motel and a camper van park. There was one restaurant, a cafe, a saloon, a variety of Karuk Native American tribal offices, a forest service centre, a self-service gas station, the Double J liquor store, a branch of the Scott Valley Bank, a clinic and the headquarters of the New 49ers – a brick building whose windows (tellingly) were obscured by security grilles.


Set back from Highway 96 were pretty streets laid out on a grid, while on the edges of town they hugged the creeks and streams that fell from the mountains. Most homes were wooden, well-tended and neat, though a handful appeared rather frightening, with old heaps of twisted metal and cannibalized cars in the yard, occasionally with advertising hoardings outside that read ‘For Rent: Movie Set – Deliverance/ Texas Chainsaw Massacre/ Psycho – All Catered For. Children Welcome.’


Happy Camp’s most dominant feature was a twenty-foot-high, raggedy and quite beautiful metal sculpture of Big Foot by the artists Cheryl Wainwright and Ralph Starritt. Big Foot was said to frequent the area. People claimed they had seen him ambling across the road in the middle of the night, wide old eyes shining red and a look of terrible boredom on his face.


Rich disappeared for a few minutes while I took in the view. When he came back, he led me into the Big Foot RV (recreational vehicle) Park, where he introduced me to a shirtless, pot-bellied man who bore a striking resemblance to Edward G. Robinson. His name was Terry McClure and he did not seem particularly pleased to see me. He was living there with his wife, JoAnne, in a large camper van and he had been dragooned into looking after me.


‘This is Steve,’ Rich told Terry. ‘He’s come looking for gold.’


Terry rolled his eyes.


‘You can put your tent over there,’ Terry said, pointing to a spot of grass next to a dilapidated camper van. ‘Shouldn’t get into too much trouble.’


Rich was in a hurry to get away but said he would come and find me the next day. He planned to take me twenty miles downriver to a place named Independence Camp, where there was a group of miners trying to eke out a living. ‘They’re a little rough and they like to drink a lot at night, but, boy, do they work hard,’ he said. ‘They’re up at five every morning and they get straight down to it, working through the worst of the heat. I think you’ll like them. They’ll find you . . . interesting.’


When he left, an amused smile on his face, there was an uncomfortable silence. ‘I’m a complete greenhorn,’ I stuttered, filling the silence inappropriately. Terry frowned. He was sixty-nine years old and a seasoned prospector. ‘Really, when it comes to looking for gold, I haven’t a clue. . .’


My attempts at small talk tailed off. Before my arrival Terry had been enjoying a pleasant evening outside the big white caravan he called home and the large truck that pulled it whenever he and JoAnne decided to move on. They had a small garden, a shed, an awning to shelter them from the blazing sun, a barbecue and a pen from which a handful of small dogs yapped at me.


The evening was hot and sticky and I was covered in sweat before I had removed my tent from its box. I promised Terry that I wouldn’t bother him and I kept my word for a whole minute before asking if he had a mallet I could borrow to hammer in my tent pegs. He fetched one from a big tool box, poured himself a cup of coffee and leaned on his truck while I got to work. It was some time before I realized that he wasn’t there to enjoy the difficulties that I had anticipated, but to look out for me should they occur.


After a few minutes a greying man emerged from the battered camper van next to the spot where my tent was taking shape. ‘You need some help?’ he asked, holding out his hand. His name was Tom Henderson, a Scot who lived in Australia but who had come to California to strike it rich. I was later to find out two things about Tom: he was the nicest person in Happy Camp and probably the unluckiest.


Disturbed by the growing chatter, a diminutive, white-haired woman arrived holding a chihuahua and asked what all the fuss was about. Her name was Marcy Darby, she was seventy-four years old and she lived in a flower-covered RV next door to Tom.


‘Are you from Australia too?’ she asked. ‘Tom’s from Australia.’


‘I keep telling you, I’m from Scotland,’ said Tom with mock exasperation.


‘And I’m from England,’ I said.


‘Is Scotland part of England?’ asked Marcy.


‘No!’ we shouted in unison.


We chuckled while Marcy wandered off, shaking her head. Tom and I were to become great friends, spending long and happy evenings together outside my tent, planning ways to find gold. Not only did Tom suffer from bad luck, but also he endured poor health; he had had to cut short a diving career due to late-onset asthma and he was clinically addicted to oxycodone, a synthetic form of morphine, prescribed for a serious back injury.


I didn’t have a table for us to sit around but Tom soon rustled up an upturned float from his dredge and before long we were joined there by Craig Harger, a thin, muscular drifter from Sacramento who looked a full fifteen years younger than his forty-eight. He came bearing cold beer. Tom did not drink or stay up late because of his medication, so it was Craig with whom I would sit into the small hours every night discussing his crazy and brilliant ideas for inventions that would never come to fruition. He had a fierce intellect but a complete lack of control over it. As a child, he had been labelled ‘troubled . . . bipolar . . . mildly psychotic’ by adults who didn’t know how to harness his restlessness; by the age of seven he had been arrested for assault and battery.


Craig was once on the run for five years in the misplaced belief that he was wanted by the police. That had taken him from age nineteen to twenty-four; a motor bike accident and a broken back had occupied him for the past two years; marriage, bereavement and restlessness had consumed the rest. Every day I looked forward to my late-night sittings with Craig, wondering where our conversations might take us, even if I did feel he was struggling to harness that huge brain of his.


It was still warm when everyone said goodnight and went to bed. My tent seemed to be the only one on the site and I began to wonder whether I might not be run over by some monstrous RV at dawn, but I was too tired to care.


The isolation of Happy Camp meant that its sky was clear and unsullied by light from other towns or cities. I saw a shooting star before turning in and made a wish so obvious as to be embarrassing.
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The Island of California







If you have ever wondered why Americans regard themselves as lucky, consider this: California, gold and all, was ceded to the United States by Mexico on 2 February 1848. Americans and Mexicans had been at war for two years following the US annexation of Texas, the Americans emerging as victors. The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which ended hostilities, granted the US everything west of Texas and north to Oregon in exchange for fifteen million dollars. It also advanced what Americans had for some time been calling their Manifest Destiny – the God-given right to expand, to settle and to introduce democratic values from coast to coast.
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