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History is full of ironies. For example, we are told how, in 1896 on Rabbit
Creek in Canada’s Yukon Territory, George Carmack, Tagish Charlie,
and Skookum Jim pulled from between “flaky slabs of rock like cheese
inasandwich” enough small gold nuggets to filla Winchester cartridge.'
In the same year, thousands of miles southeast in North Carolina, the
Reed Gold Mine yielded a 22-pounder, one of many large nuggets dug
up there since 1799.> While the thumb-size lumps recovered in the
Klondike set off the most spectacular gold rush in history, North Caro-
lina s large nugget (a cast of which is preserved in the Smithsonian
Institution) represented the last gasp of the first documented site of gold
discovery north of Mexico.

Let s start at the beginning. Deserting a Hessian regiment hired by
King George IlI to fight on American soil during the Revolution,
Johannes Rieth made his way from Savannah, Georgia, to a rural North
Carolina community already settled by fellow Germans ' There in
Mecklenburg (now Cabarrus) County, he Anglicized his name to John
Reed, married Sarah Kiser, started a family, purchased a tract of land and
several slaves, and began the life of a small farmer. One Sunday in 1799,
while John and Sarah were at church, their 12-year-old son Conrad
amused his siblings by spearing fish in Little Meadow Creek with a bow
and arrow. Attracted by a shiny object in the creekbed, Conrad struggled
to pick up and lug home the smoothing-iron-size hunk. His frugal father,
returning from church, was just curious enough about the heavy object
to put it to practical use as a doorstop.

Visitors to the humble Reed home expressed varying opinions of the
17-pound yellow chunk, but not until 1802 was the uneducated German
immigrant persuaded to take it to Fayelteville for examination by a silver-
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smith, who agreed to flux it and determine its metallic content. When
Reed returned, he was shown a handsome bar of gold. Struggling with
the English language and having no idea of the value of gold, the
German gladly accepted $3.50 in return for the bar. When the farmer
arrived home, neighbors chided Reed for his gullibility, and back he went
to Fayetteville for a more acceptable settlement, rumored to be $1,200,
still less than its true value. Meanwhile, the notion that there must be
more gold in the creekbed and along the banks led Reed to devote spare
time of himself, his family, and his slaves to the search. In 1803 he took
in three local men as partners, and before the end of the year Peter, one
of the slaves, dug up a 28-pound nugget.*

North America’s first gold rush was now on, for, though the Reed
partnership limited its search to his real estate, neighbors began digging
along streambeds on their own property. The fever spread all the way
to Washington, where the architect of the Capitol, William Thornton,
rushed to charter the North Carolina Gold-Mine Company with the
object of buying up land in the vicinity of the Reed property.’ Despite
an illustrious board of directors, of which both the Treasurer of the
United States and the President of the Bank of the United States were
members, this commercial venture failed, largely because individual
neighbors for miles around preferred to hold onto and mine their own
property. Still farmers at heart, they paid first attention to their fields and
then spent their spare time looking for gold.

Even so, until 1829 all of the native gold minted by the United States
Mint came from North Carolina. By 1835, the Reed property alone had
recorded 115 pounds of concentrated gold in pieces wei ghing one pound
or more each.® Two years earlier Samuel Griswold Goodrich’s The First
Book of History for Cluldren and Youth reported that men from as far awa y
as New England had come to dig gold in North Carolina.” Earlier, Niles”
Register had estimated—no doubt exaggeratedly—that 20,000 men, inclu-
ding Europeans speaking thirteen languages, were at work in the gold
fields.®

During the first three decades of the nineteenth century, streambed
and placer mining—the plucking of loose chunks clearly exhibiting gold
content—was the norm but, in 1825, Matthias Barringer, puzzled by the
absence of gold upcreek of a rocky ledge, spied a vein of gold-bearing
quartz extending into the bank. Thus began vein mining; and by 1831,
shafts were being sunk deep into the hills. Together with more
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sophisticated means to separate the gold, underground mining required
more capital than most farmers could afford, and many gold mining
companies were chartered.” That the Reed was prospering in 1834 was
indicated by the formation of a larger family partnership. Unfortunately,
an argument developed over whether a teenager was an appropriate
substitute when one of the partners wasill, and the mine was closed for
several years while the case went all the way to the State Supreme
Court."

Meanwhile, North Carolina gold production attracted another Ger-
man, Christopher Bechtler, who settled his family in Rutherford County
and established America’s first private mint." The popularity of Bechtler,
who produced the nation’s first gold dollar, did not escape attention of
the United States Mint, whose coins were less generous in gold content.
Consequently, through Congressional action, a government branch mint
was built at Charlotte, North Carolina, and Dahlonega, Georgia, for by
then gold had been found also in South Carolina and Georgia. In 1843,
John H. Wheeler, former State Treasurer of North Carolina and then Su-
perintendent of the Charlotte Mint, estimated the production in North
Carolina since 1799 at $10,000,000—roughly a third of the total being
coined at U.S. Mints, a third in coins and bullion passing through
Bechtler, and a third being sold directly to speculators.” Thus North
Carolina retained its title as the “Golden State” until the 1848 strike at
Sutter's Mill in California dwarfed all previous gold production.

Although some eastern gold-seekers rushed to California, others
renewed their effortsin the Carolina Piedmont. In the 1850s Harper's New
Monthly Magazine sent its artist/reporter David Hunter Strother, under
the pen name Porte Crayon, to record the feverish activity at Gold Hill,
only a score or so miles from the Reed Mine."” There shafts hundreds of
feet deep were worked until the Civil War by a combination of Cornish
immigrants, local whites, and slaves.

John Reed died in 1845, leavinga much-enlarged plantation.” Within
afew years, it was sold to a company thatinvested heavily with mediocre
returns.” These ups and downs continued until the 1890s when members
of the Kelly family of Kelly-Springfield Tire Company fame purchased
the property and invested in new and more sophisticated mining equip-
ment and techniques.' That was when Jacob Shinn, digging a couple of
feet below the surface in a meadow called the “potato patch” because
it had disgorged so many nuggets for nearly a century, turned up his
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heavy golden potato."” But the excitement over this recovery soon wore
thin, for no more large nuggets were uncovered, and gold extraction
from the “quartzy gangue” of the underground stopes was disappoin-
ting. Furthermore, the 20 July 1897 issue of the Raleigh News and Observer
carried a headline, “Gold Fever Is Raging,” followed by reports of
fabulous gold strikes in a far-off place called the Klondike in a far-offland
called the Yukon. The Canadian Northwest Mounted Police was quoted
as reporting that 5,000 men were needed at wages in the mines of $15
a day and at the saw mills at $10 a day—rates unheard of in the United
States.” Of the thousands who braved the elements and terrain to reach
the Klondike, some had worked the gold veins in North Carolina. Others,
like young Bruce Cotten, sought their fortune by starting out for the
Kiondike, only tobe disillusioned before reaching the gold region.” Now,
gradually the memory of the “bull of gold mines,” as the Reed Mine was
called because of its production of large hunks, faded through future
generations. North Carolina’s gold history, already shaded by Sutter’s
Mill and other western mining, was now overshadowed by discoveries
in western Canada and Alaska. Except for several small efforts in the
twentieth century—including some panning by desperate men during
the Great Depression—the Reed property lay dormant. Happily,
however, the Kelly heirs did not need money, and the absentee-owners
held onto the 800+-acre property as an occasional rural retreat. One can
imagine their breaking the monotony of Ohio life by yawning and
saying, “Let’s take a ride down to our gold mine in North Carolina.”

In 1970, as Director of the North Carolina Department of Archives
and History, I for the first time walked over the Reed property and
became obsessed with its preservation.” By then most of the structures
and equipment were goneand the shafts were half filled with waterand
debris, concealing their depth and danger. By a remarkabie coincidence,
my contact with the Kelly heirs was made just as they were considering
an offer by a Charlotte real estate agent to buy the property and develop
it into exclusive “Gold Mine Estates.” Representatives of the family
warmed immediately to our interest in acquiring the property and
developing it into a state historic site. They generously donated to the
state seventy acres encompassing the historic mine site, and for a very
modest price they sold the remaining acreage, thus keeping intact the
entire farm well over a century after it had gone out of the Reed family
ownership.
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I knew little about gold and its history, and there was relatively little
literature on North Carolina’s reign as the “Golden State.” It was neces-
sary for me to take a crash course, and I made repeated visits to gold-
mining areas of the Northwest and Yukon Territories and Alaska to learn
more. (These trips to the north, incidentally, also infected me with an
Arctic fever that has consumed all of my vacations for the past quarter
century and led to my current interest in the Inuit and their art.) Back
home, with the help of the National Park Service (which declared the
site a National Historic Landmark), we conducted a feasibility and
planning study, then obtained state funding for development.” In the
past fifteen years Reed Gold Mine State Historic Site has attracted more
than a million visitors, who study exhibits of North Carolina’s gold
mining history ina modern museum/visitor center, the exterior of which
represents my memory of a building at the Giant Yellowknife Gold Mine.
Then they may explore the underground workings of the mine,
observing equipment utilized throughout its history, and view the
foundations of above-ground gold-extracting facilities. Down the hill
visitors may view the workings of the 1890s stamp mill (manufactured
in nearby Charlotte) and watch the separation of gold on a concentration
table used until the 1960s at a nearby mine. Gold may still be found at
the Reed, and, although digging for nuggets is frowned upon, visitors
may pan ore that is seeded with bits of gold from other North Carolina
mines. Finally, the walk along Little Meadow Creek back to the visitor
center allows the imagination to evoke the scene of 1799 when young
Conrad Reed strained to carry home a 17-pound nugget that marked
the first documented discovery of gold north of Mexico.”

In 1999, we will be celebrating the bicentennial of that event, and
I hope that many of you can join us in North Carolina.

H. G. Jones is the author and editor of many works on North Carolina history,
including Historical Conscivusne. s in the Farly Republic: The Origmns of State Historical
Socteles, Muserons, and Collections, 1791-1861 (1995), North Carolina Hlustrated, 1524-
7984, (1984). The University of North Carolina exhibition, “Tradition and Trans-
formation: Contemporary Inuit Art from Nunavul, “ featured many pieces from his
private collection. H.G. Jonesis a librarian with the Louis Round Wilson Library,
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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