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Paiute, Prospectors, and Pioneers CD
Mineralogy

The mining history of the Eastern Sierra is as varied and spectacular as its extraordinary mountains. From the Native Paiute people mining of obsidian for tools, to prospectors and their quest for gold, to the modern-day excavation of pumice for industrial use - the mineral wealth of the Eastern Sierra has been explored and unearthed for centuries.
It was the glint of gold that first caught the eye of John Marshall in the Sierra foothills in 1848. One year later, an epic immigration brought adventurers from around the world to the California territory with hopes of staking their claim. But it wasn’t long before wealthy businessmen seized the most lucrative opportunities, and the lone prospector’s dream of striking it rich in the western mother lode country had all but died. 

It was a hard job finding ore profitable enough to be mined especially when a prospector had little more than a pick-ax and shovel to help. The task required lots of manual labor, and as Professor of Mining Engineering at the University of Nevada Reno, Dan Taylor points out, a little bit of curiosity too.

“Basically what people knew then in terms of exploration is they would look for surface expressions of the mineral they’re after, such as flakes of gold in the sediments in the creek and then they would say well, where’s it coming from? And they found that it was coming from an outcrop, and they started mining down the outcrop and building underground mines from that.” 
When word got out about the discovery of new mineral deposits on the other side of the Sierra crest, echoes of another gold rush reverberated—this time from west to east. In 1857, a gritty young prospector named Cord Norst lived with his wife in a hut made of stone, aspen, and willow at a spot that today, is a turn out at the base of Conway Summit, south of Bridgeport. It came to be known as Dogtown, reflecting its primitive living conditions. Norst panned considerable gold from the adjacent creek and an onslaught of prospectors soon followed. Two years later, the discovery of silver in the Comstock lode near Virginia City, 100 miles north, transformed the rush to a frenzy.

Over the next two decades, mining camps, villages, and towns seemed to spring up overnight in places like Cerro Gordo, Mammoth City, Lundy, and Bodie. By 1879, gold had turned the remote mining camp of Bodie into a full-fledged boomtown with a population of 10,000 people, two churches, and 65 saloons. In its’ time, Bodie mines produced $34M worth of the precious metal, but by the 1940’s, the place was a ghost town. Today, some 150 abandoned buildings are preserved at Bodie State Park, where seasonal access is available off Highway 395, just south of Bridgeport at Route 270. 

It turns out that the earthquakes and volcanoes involved in the process of mountain building in the Eastern Sierra millions of years ago were also responsible for something else. Tommy Thompson Professor of Economic Geology at the University of Nevada Reno talks about another geologic contribution. 

“Certainly in the western U.S. and the 395 corridor has a lot of geothermal activity and it’s those areas where hot waters have been moving that typically also have mineral deposits that have formed or are forming at the present time.”
Residual fluids from cooling magma, miles below the Earth’s surface, forced their way through cracks and fissures in the bedrock of the Sierra Nevada. These solutions are rich in minerals and precious metals and as they rise and cool, minerals are deposited , often in veins. Silica, one of the last minerals to be deposited from these fluids, forms quartz veins. Gold, which does not react with any other elements, is often found in quartz veins as the last of these fluids crystallizes. This is why miners look for gold where these quartz veins occur.

Major advances in the study of ore bodies followed the discovery and development of the metal-bearing veins in the western United States. Today, geochemical detective work suggests much of the gold taken from the western mother lode actually came from central Nevada, which was once a high plateau with ancient rivers that deposited the nuggets down the slope of an ancestral Sierra.

But the U.S. military and old west history buffs aren’t the only ones interested in the mines of the Eastern Sierra. As Tommy Thompson suggests, geologists believe that many of these original mines are far from tapped out. .

“We’ve found most of those things that are exposed to the surface and we need to start looking in areas that that require a remote sensing technique, looking at trace element chemistry, geophysics, the rock alteration effects, and hopefully recognize something that’s well above something that is found at depth.” 

The legacy of the mining industry however, has been problematic because for more than a century, very little thought was given to the environmental consequences of what was left behind after all the digging was done Taylor reflects on the past and the future.

“We’ve come a very long way from Bodie when people were either swinging a pick at the rock or using a four pound hammer and a short piece of steel to drill holes (and packed it with black powder and blew it up and tunneled into the ground.)” 

“We’re trying to figure out how to clean up the messes that other people left. (A lot of) research on how do we make sure that nothing is escaping from our current mining operation is being used (on how to clean up) the abandoned mines, so there’s a lot of synergy in the science and in the engineering to deal with problems like that.”

Mining forever changed the Eastern Sierra and tamed one of the last frontiers of the American West. By following the example set by the Native Paiute people, it is our commitment to be stewards of the land. And as prospectors in a new century, science can help us understand where these resources are and how they can be developed in responsible and innovative ways..

