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GOLDVEIN
n weekends — and
sometimes, Robin Adair
confides, smack dab in
middle of the workweek
— the cool, gurgling streams and
dappled sunshine of the Virginia
Piedmont forests call to him.

Forget the bass in the streams
and the deer in the woods — it’s
the gold that catches hold of
Adair’s imagination.

Adair is an honest-to-goodness
gold prospector, “like the pirates of old,” he
jokes. Paradise, he says, is standing knee-deep
in a chilly stream among the frogs and water
snakes, peering into the bottom of a pie pan,
searching for that distinctive sparkle.

More often than not, he finds it — maybe a
few pennies’ worth on a slow day and maybe a
lot more on a good one.

Northern Virginian prbspectnr John Sorg keeps
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“When I started doing this, I thought I'd be
out here chasing old ghosts,” said Adair, who
lives in this tiny southern Fauquier County
town that, for decades, was the center of the
state’s booming gold mining industry. “But
it’s out there, and it turns out there is a
thriving community of gold prospectors
working the streams all over Virginia.”

a few finds on disylay.
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Steve Robinson of O¢coquan pans for gold in Deep Run Stream in Goldvein, accompanied by dog Gabby and a couple of fellow prospectors.

‘The Haul That Glitters

Fauquier County Waters Lure Modern-Day Prospectors on Quest Jor Gold

With the price of gold hovering
above $600 an ounce for the first
time in a quarter of a century —
and predicted to go higher —
gold fever is spreading, from the
dusty old 49er towns of
California to the backwoods of
Virginia. . ;

Editors of popular gold
prospecting magazines say their
circulation has spiked in recent
months, similar to what they
experienced in 1981, when gold
prices peaked at about $800.
Suppliers say this summer has
been their busiest since the
1980s. And assayers — who judge the purity
of gold and other metals — say business has
doubled in the past few months.

“There are some guys right now [in the
West] that have actually got a good spot that

they’re working and reworking, making 400
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for 126 years.

Local prospectors aren’t anywhere
near that successful, although they say
with the right tools and a little luck, it’s
possible to accumulate a quarter of an

ounce on a very good day, enough to

cover the surface of a quarter.

What little gold can be found is
snough, also, to draw hundreds of pros-
pectors to river banks and creek beds
icross the Washington region. They
ire history buffs and outdoorsmen,
with a sprinkling of conspiracy theo-
ists, all of whom seem drawn to the ro-
nance of modern-day treasure hunting.

“You don't really know the feeling
mtil you turn the first hand yourself
ind see that bright yellow shining at
7ou,” said Ben Vaughan, president of
‘he Central Virginia Gold Prospectors,
300 strong and growing. “Can you be-
ieve this is the first time anyone has
aver set eyes on this piece of metal, and
t's worth something to boot?”

Some prospectors use oblong metal

iluice boxes dug into river beds to filter -

sut the gold or suction dredgers to vac-
um it out of the mud. But the most
sopular way of sorting gold from sedi-
ment is old-fashioned panning — slosh-
ing around a pan full of dirt and clay to
force the heavy bits of gold to the bot-
), then carefully pouring out the
E
t's grueling work. An ambitious
spector might spend hours hunched
i a creek, feet planted in the dirt,
s straining to catch that unmistak-
¢ glimmer. Most people go home
th some crumbs of dubious quality,
isquito bites the only guarantee.
‘For some of these guys, I do believe
: gold fever is terminal,” said Bob
iclair, curator of the Monroe Park
|d mining museum here, where visi-
18 can examine old stone crushers

sty s U waan wie aasma
mine once stood.

For all its glittering appeal, truth is,
many local prospectors are fiercely
against the idea of selling their gold,
preferring to save their finds as souve-
nirs.

Some hold onto it like an insurance
policy that might come in handy should
they run into financial difficulties, or
worse, if the economy crumbles. Oth-
ers become obsessed, lost in the greed
that consumed so many of the famous
49ers in California. Rumors circulate
about a Goldvein prospector who lives
illegally in a tent on a Fauquier river
bank, armed with a dredge and a pistol.

For most, prospecting is simply a
way to commune with history and na-
ture, with the possibility of a small pay-
off.

Billy Curtis, 53, was a Civil War en-
thusiast, spending hours every week-
end hunting for relics with his metal de-
tector and digging up old bullets that
he knew had ripped through a person’s

. body before being embedded in the
earth. He collected enough artifacts
that, when he reluctantly sold a batch,
he was able to lay the foundation of his
house in Sumerduck with the money.
But when relics became harder to come
by, he started to learn about gold. Be-

fore he knew it, he was hooked.

“My very first pan, I found gold,” he
said. “The sun was hitting it just right,
and that's all it took.”

As he became more skilled, more
adept at eyeing the kind of boulder
where gold might hide, he began to fish
out larger pieces, wrought into gnarled
little fragments by the heat of the
earth’s crust and the patient force of
the current. He stores all his finds in a
glass case and plans to keep them forev-
er as mementos — unless the economy
crashes. ;
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fished from waterways ranges in purity
from 60 percent to 95 percent, Jacobs
said. But often, he added, nuggets are
worth more than the gold in them be-
cause some people favor their natural

pe.
Adair, 46, a computer salesman who
goes by the name Tinpan among his
prospector buddies, falls into the camp
that believes found gold is best given
away. For years, he has been prospect-
ing just to give his loot to kids who visit
the interpretive center. He hopes gold
prices won'’t break the 1981 record.
“Any higher, and it will take all the
fun out of it,” he said.
Adair discovered the hobby as a
child growing up here, where the long-
time postmaster and museum name-
sake Pat Monroe used to take kids to
scour the riverbeds for treasure. It
seemed a bore at the time — he pre-
ferred Civil War reenacting — but it
caught his interest as an adult when he
learned that gold mining played a vital
role in local and national history.
“The Civil War may have divided our
country, but gold built it,” Adair said.
“It’s trily amazing when you think
about it.”
Adair also enjoys the chance to es-
cape the whirr of civilization. On a re-
cent afternoon, he hopped in his truck; ™
grabbed his pipe and plenty of tobacco
and drove a visitor along a quartz-
studded trail that served as a main
highway in its heyday 200 years ago,
Adair said.

He parked, picked up his shovel and
a few pans and trudged up the path a
few yards before cutting off the trail
and down a hill to a stream known only
as MOAB — named, he said, for the
Mother of All Beaver Dams.

The ticks and fire ants were vora-
cious, but the trees cast a cool shadow
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Prospectors: www.infiltec.
com/cvgp/

® Virginia Division of Mineral
Resources: www.mme.state.
va.us/dmr/PUB/Brochures/
gold.htm/

® The Monroe Park Gold
Mining Interpretive Center of
the Commonwealth of
Virginia: www.goldvein.com

The Monroe Park center, at
14421 Gold Dust Parkway in
Goldvein, is open every :
Tuesday, Wednesday, Friday
and Saturday from 9 a.m.
until 5 p.m. Area prospectors
urge anyone interested in the
hobby to contact them
through the above resources
because of strict laws.
Prospecting on private
property without the owner’s
permission is illegal.

as he dipped his shovel into the strez
bed and dropped a pile of wet dirt in
his pan. With a deft shake of the pan,
churned the mixture until it resembl
chocolate milk, letting the top lay
splasi} back into t_he ri‘_fer. :

‘I'his, Tie explamied; ié caured ahsline
ing — separating the contents so the
lighter substances, such as clay and
stones, float to the top, while the dens-
er material, most of it iron dust, sinks
to the bottom.

His rough shaking became a prac-
ticed sway, the murky brown top layer
slowly sloughing off to reveal a dark
smear of iron at the bottom.

Glittering there in the black were
three tiny gold spots. -

“Virginia gold,” he said, a grin
spreading on his face.



