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In McTeague and a handful of short stories, Frank Norris sets
scenes 1n and around gold mines. True to form, Norris’s inter-
est in embuing his works with real-world detail leads him to
make occasional references to particular mining tools and prac-
tices. Although in total Norris only specifically mentions
zbout 2 dozen mining terms, these dozen terms span the min-
ing process from beginning to end.!

There are two principal forms that gold deposits take: lode
gold and placer gold (placer thyming with passer). Lode gold
1s embedded in hard rock—often in veins running parallel to
quariz or some other mineral; placer gold is located in surface
soils, deposited over time through erosion and water currents.
The processes involved in mining these two unalike types of
deposits are very different. A gold-rich mountain can have
both lode in the hard rock core of the moun-
m—and phwr pld—d:smbuxed throughout the soil and
on top of the hard rock. Therefore, any
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surrounding it. This, of course, is the basis of panning for
gold: as the soil and gravel are slowly washed over the sides
of the pan, the grains of gold will sink to the bottom of the
pan. When everything else has been washed away, a skilled
panner will have only these grains remaining for collection.
Panning, of course, has little merit as a vast commercial ven-
ture, and so miners devised a series of devices that allow for
placer mining on a large and more profitable scale.

The hydraulic monitor—or hydraulic giant, or water can-
non (see figure 1)—shot water at the surface of a gold-rich
site, causing sections of the surface soil to flow down and in-
to channels where the gold was collected (figure 2 shows one
of these hydraulic giants in operation). The water pressure
needed for this type of placer mining was great, and this pres-
sure was typically created by running water through long, de-
scending pipelines. As the water in the pipe accelerated, the
diameter of the pipe would decrease, which increased the wa-

ter pressure. A hydraulic cannon used a century ago at
mme in northern Georgla, for example,
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two heavy elements is called amalgamation. Separating the
mercury and gold once collected is easy: simply heat the mix-
ture and the mercury vaporizes, leaving only the gold behind
(this gaseous mercury can be—and usually was—captured,
condensed, and reused). As helpful as mercury could be in a
sluice, amalgamation was equally, if not more, important in the
stamp mill (which will be discussed shortly).

Riffles might be incorporated into a flume as well as a sluice.
Flumes, or canals, were typically constructed out of wood and
were used to divert streams and rivers out of their normal
course (see figure 4, in which the riffles will be noted at the
bottom-center). When it was discovered that river beds could
be mined profitably for gold, the first obstacle became the river

itself. To overcome this problem, it would be dammed and di-

verted into a flume. The flume would carry the water a cer-
tain distance and then redirect it back into the riverbed. This

manageable chunks of ore. This ore must then be further
crushed in order to separate the gold. Once gold has been
located—usually by first finding a vein of quartz—the miner
must determine the best method for approaching the vein
with an eye toward blasting and removing the valuable ore.
This can be done either by sinking a shaft downward, or tun-
neling inward. In McTeague, the Big Dipper mine uses a tun-
nel instead of a shaft: Norris writes that McTeague "made his
way to the tunnel mouth, climbed into a car in the waiting
ore train, and was hauled into the mine" (272). The typical
tunnel entrance was nothing grand, simply a dark hole blas-
ted into the side of the mountain (see figures 5 and 6). The
tunnel entrance of the Big Dipper mine where McTeague
goes to work may have, as in figure 6, tracks leading into the
tunnel entrance so that carts of ore can be rolled out of the
mine.* Reducing the hard rock to ore that can be carted out
of the mine was done primarily with dynamite. At this stage
of the process, much of the hard work consisted of drilling
holes into the rock in which to place the sticks. There were
a number of drills developed in the mid-to-late nineteenth
century to accomplish this task, from manual drills in the
early days to much more robust and sophisticated drills in
the late nineteenth century that were powered by compressed
air. One of the earliest of these compressed-air drills was
invented by Charles Burleigh in the 1860s. Norris refers to
this drill as the "Burly": "The Burly drill boring for blasts
broke out from time to time in an irregular chug-chug, chug-
chug, while the engine that pumped the wa
coughed and strangled at short in
drill was mounted onav

cleared a section of the riverbed for mining. A.long the way, ot :
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drill found in neighborhood garages today, the bits in rock
drills such as the Burleigh were held in place by a chuck. The
dynamite charges needed to be set several feet into the rock,
but, because of their relatively fixed operating position, it was
impractical to drill starting with a single long drill bit.
Therefore, one would begin to drill with a short bit and grad-
ually work through increasingly longer bits until a cavity was
deep enough for the charges to be properly set. Sometimes
these drill bits got stuck in the hole—"fitchered" as Norris
writes—and the drill operators were lucky if they were able to
knock them free with a blow of a pick. Sometimes the drill
bit would not budge with a mere blow, and a second hole
would have to be drilled near the original hole, charges set, and
the stuck bit literally blasted free. Too often, however, the im-
pact of the blast would bend the drill bit, leaving it useless.
The blasted rock would be loaded into ore carts and hauled
1o the surface of the mine where it would then be taken to the
stamp mill (see figure 7). First introduced in California mines,
the stamp mill was where the blasted ore was crushed into grit
50 that the gold could be separated from the other minerals.
The stamp mill worked on the principle of the pharmacist’s
mortar and pestle: the ore would be ground to a powder by
solid iron cylinders (it is the stamp mill that is pictured in the
opening frames of Stroheim’s Greed). These cylinders often
weighed up to a thousand pounds, and typically worked in
banks, or batteries, of five. Each cylinder would be raised
about ten inches in a system of pistons (pictured in figure 8),
then they would drop on the ore packed into the "battery
box” below. At this point water is often added to the mix.
When the ore is sufficiently crushed, the water carries the ore
over a plate of copper coated with mercury (see figure 9). On

these "amalgamation plates” the gold particles bind to the

mercury while the remaining ore washes on. The amalgama-
tion plates did not catch all of the gold—in fact, they often
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rocks between its jaws, glutted, as it were, vfith the
very entrails of the earth, and growling over its end-
less meal, like some savage animal, some legen.dary
dragon, some fabulous beast, symbol of inordinate
and monstrous gluttony. (268-69)

At regular intervals the stamp mill would have to be stop-
ped so that the gold could be collected from the afnalgama-
tion plates and from the sluices. Norris refers to this process
in "The Wife of Chino" (terming the riffles "ripples"):

Once every two weeks Lockwood "cleaned up and
amalgamated"—that is to say, the mill was stopped
and the "ripples" where the gold was caught were
scraped clean. Then the ore was sifted out, melted
down, and poured into the mould, whence it
emerged as the "brick," a dun-coloured rectangle,
rough-edged, immensely heavy, which represented
anywhere from two to six thousand dollars. This
was sent down by express to the smelting house.”

Finally, just as Norris demonstrates a knowledge of large-
scale placer and lode mining with hydraulic monitors, Bur-
leigh drills, and stamp mills, he also reveals a familiarity with
prospecting and small-scale placer mining. When McTeague
teams up with Cribbens to go prospecting for gold, they first
arm themselves with the necessary supplies: "They fitted out
the next day at the general merchandise store of Keeler—
picks, shovels, prospectors’ hammers, a couple of cradles,
pans, bacon, flour, coffee, and the like, and they bought a
burro on which to pack their kit" (281). With tic
all of these items are self-ex
rs. It is the n
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Dipper mine in Placer County run by his friend Seymour
Waterhouse.” Located in the Sierras, halfway between Sacra-
mento and Reno, the Placer County mining region is situated
in what became known to miners as the "Mother Lode.” This
120-mile-long belt of gold-rich mining areas runs parallel to the
western slope of the Sierras and extends from Placer County
to Mariposa County.”® In the mid-nineteenth century there
was probably no better place to observe gold mining—from
prospecting, to placer mining, to blasting and crushing hard
rock—than this section of the United States. Here Norris
could observe gold mining in all of its dimensions and on both
large and small scales. Then, though a select and careful use of
key terms and descriptive detail, he could use this distinctive
landscape as a canvas to paint his tales upon, tales in which
Norris sought to mine the "black, unsearched penetralia of the
soul of man.""

Notes

I would like to thank the following for their help as I gathered the
material for this essay: Sharon Johnson and Terry Seabolt of the
Dahlonega Courthouse Gold Museum, Johnny E. Parker of the
Consolidated Gold Mines, the Georgia Department of Archives
and History, and the Georgia Department of Natural Resources.
Figure 1 appears courtesy of the Georgia Department of Natural
resources; figures 2 and 5-9, the Georgia Department of Archives
and Hxstory, figure 3, the Consolidated Gold Mine.
My primary source for information on gold m
Wallace R. Witcombe’s All About Mining (New
Green, 1939). Other sources were: William S. Gr
Bonanza West (Norman: University of Oklahoma
JM. West, How to Mine and for Placer Gold (Was
D.C: 153 Depmwt of In “
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volume 4 in The Argonaut Manuscript Limited Edition of Frank
Norris’s Works (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, Doran & Co.,
1903), 192.

®Diagrams of "rockers” can be seen in West (24) and
Witcombe (124).

%See the notes by Donald Pizer in the Library of America
edition of McTeague (315). SO

Rodman W, Paul, California Gold (Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, 1947), 39-40.

iFrank Norris, "A Plea for Romantic Fiction," in The Literary
Criticism of Frank Norris, ed. Donald Pizer (Austin: University
of Texas Press, 1964), 78.
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