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American Mining in Three Acts

Outside the town of Coloma, on the west side of California’s Sierra Ne-
vada, stands a monument to a chance discovery that triggered one of the 
most dramatic population movements of the nineteenth century. The 
James Marshall monument is a memorial in the truest sense of the term. 
Erected in 1890 over the grave of the famed gold discoverer, the likeness of 
Marshall in statuary bronze clutches a nugget in the right hand and points 
with the left downhill to the banks of the American River’s southern fork 
(figure 1.1). Plaques distributed around Coloma identify distinct aspects 
of the famous event. California Registered Historic Landmark No. 530 
commemorates the discovery site at Sutter’s sawmill in 1848, the statue at 
Historic Landmark No. 143 celebrates Marshall, and Historic Landmark 
No. 748 memorializes the road he hurried along carrying news of the find. 
 The story celebrated at Coloma should be familiar to most readers. The 
nineteenth-century gold stampedes signaled a watershed event in Ameri-
can history with worldwide ramifications. The stampedes drew hundreds 
of thousands of prospectors to the western half of the continent and laid 
the foundations for large-scale, capital-intensive mining in the decades 
following. The rushes also spurred the rapid development of supply net-
works and “instant cities,” intensified encounters with Native American 
groups, and generated far-reaching legislation concerning the disposition 
of the nation’s mineral and nonmineral resources (Bakken 2008; Barth 
1988; Limerick 1987, 1998; Pisani 1999; Smith 1987).
 Marshall’s discovery nevertheless represents a latecomer in the his-
torical exploitation of North America’s mineral resources. The search for 
mineral wealth underwrote much European exploration and conquest, 
and Native American groups had long worked and traded minerals. It 
follows that tracking the trajectories of mining over several centuries is no 
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10   ·   The Archaeology of American Mining

Figure 1.1. James Marshall monument in Coloma, California. Photograph by author.

small task, and the historical overview presented here makes no pretense 
of being comprehensive. This chapter instead focuses on the industry at 
three points in time: the 1600s, the 1870s, and the 1950s. These decades 
correspond roughly with mining during the early colonial period, mining 
at the height of rush-era expansiveness, and mining as a professionalized 
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and increasingly mechanized industry. For each period, the narrative 
touches on who performed the mining, how they performed it, and the 
use made of mineral products, with each section also tracking develop-
ments occurring before and afterward. This is an account of mining at 
a coarse scale of resolution that is nevertheless sufficient to establish a 
baseline from which to launch archaeological inquiry.

Colonial and Noncolonial Enterprise

In 1600, the opinion that most visitors to North America entertained 
about the mining industry was that it did not exist, and not for a lack 
of trying. The plundering of Central and South America by the Span-
ish in the sixteenth century fueled a sustained belief that mineral riches 
abounded also in the northern continent. In 1540, Francisco Vázquez de 
Coronado campaigned 1,400 men around the desert Southwest in search 
of the Seven Cities of Gold, less than a year after the Hernando de Soto 
expedition landed several hundred men on the Florida coast with in-
tentions of finding similar riches in the Southeast. The prospect of New 
World mineral wealth also piqued interest among Spain’s European rivals, 
with the French and English dispatching companies to find gold, silver, 
and other valuable metals north of Spanish possessions. Jacques Cartier 
sought out the land of the Saguenay (a fabled land of gold, silver, and cop-
per) in 1541, but the outcrops of diamonds and gold he discovered on the 
St. Lawrence River unfortunately turned out to be quartz and iron pyrite 
(Mulholland 1981: 5–10).
 English attempts fared little better. Early explorations fruitlessly sought 
the land of Norumbega, where houses were rumored to rest on pillars 
of gold. Martin Frobisher’s charter to find the Northwest Passage in the 
1570s became sidetracked with the discovery of a “black ore” he believed 
(incorrectly) to be immensely rich in gold. The Virginia Company that 
founded Jamestown in 1606 instructed the landing party to divide into 
three equal groups: one to build a fortified village, another to begin 
clearing and planting the land, and the third to explore the surrounding 
country for minerals and westward-flowing rivers. Gold fever in the first 
years of settlement threatened to divert colonists from performing tasks 
necessary for ensuring subsistence. Again, gold and silver strikes proved 
unfounded, but the colonists did find ample supplies of glittering pyrites 
and mica (ibid.: 13–14, 17–22).
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12   ·   The Archaeology of American Mining

 For the rare visitor not fixated on finding silver or gold who ventured 
farther outside of the colonies, mining in North America might have 
left a different impression. Hardly nonexistent, mining was a widely dis-
persed, varied, and small-scale activity largely out of the hands of Eu-
ropeans. Houses supported by golden columns were nowhere in sight, 
but minerals nevertheless had undergirded aspects of Native American 
livelihoods for millennia. Characterizing the industry as a whole, chert, 
obsidian, and steatite (soapstone) quarries abounded, and several Native 
American groups mined salt for use in food preparation. Metallic oxides, 
sulfides, and other metal-bearing compounds also found extensive ap-
plication. Some ores yielded unusual colorings—the reds and vermillion 
hues of cinnabar, for instance—that made excellent paints and dyes when 
ground up and mixed with water and fat. Red ochre (iron oxide) found es-
pecially wide application for these purposes, as well as use in the burial of 
the dead. Native American groups residing in the upper Mississippi Val-
ley mined rich galena (lead sulfide) deposits, and these minerals joined 
quartz and calcite crystals, mica, and chlorite as trade items invested with 
spiritual power. In the Southwest, the Hopis mined coal to fire pottery and 
heat their homes. Iroquoian and Algonquian groups south of the Finger 
Lakes region used petroleum for medicinal cures and body paint. Ar-
chaeological evidence in that region indicates the use of timber cribs to 
enlarge natural petroleum seeps as early as the 1500s (Selso et al. 2000). 
By 1600, Native American groups throughout most of the lower half of the 
continent were also tapping clay sources for pottery making.
 Turquoise mines in the American Southwest sometimes included 
chambered excavations (Weigand and Harbottle 1993: 161–64), but un-
derground excavations were rare. The vast majority of hard-rock mines 
consisted of pits and cuts dug into surface exposures and excavated with 
hammerstones and hafted picks, complemented possibly with fire and 
water quenching. A couple of centuries on, Henry Schoolcraft’s visit to 
galena mines controlled by Fox Indians in 1820 near Dubuque, Iowa, doc-
umented that women and elder men excavated and transported the lead 
ore. Women mined the rock using picks and hammers, then loaded the 
ore into baskets and carried it to the banks of the Mississippi River for sale 
to traders. This work arrangement—foreign to Europeans, who consid-
ered mining a male occupation—followed a division of labor commonly 
reported among Native American groups. Although Native American 
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men in this case took limited roles in mining and transporting ore, they 
may have been involved in later-stage processes (Murphy 2000).
 Having completed this perambulation of the continent, a European 
visitor might still have concluded that Native North Americans worked 
few mines. This perception hinged doubly on the predominance of surface 
workings and the general absence of refined metals. Metal oxides, as dis-
cussed above, were in common use in the 1600s, but indigenous mining 
technology did not at the time include smelting at the high temperatures 
necessary to separate out metal from metallic ores. Even so, characteriza-
tions of Native American cultures as “premetallic” are inaccurate given 
numerous accounts documenting the presence of metals. Sebastian Cabot 
described seeing the native people of Newfoundland wearing copper ear-
rings in 1497. Giovanni da Verrazzano, visiting the island of Nantucket in 
1524, met Wampanoag women adorned with copper ornaments. Jacques 
Cartier learned of the fabled land of the Saguenay in 1535 when people 
on the St. Lawrence presented him with a “great knife of red copper” 
(Rickard 1932: 3). During the 1700s, and likely before, the Haidas were 
the principal traders of this metal along the Northwest Coast. European 
explorers to the Arctic in the early nineteenth century noted the presence 
of copper knives among the Eskimos (ibid.: 1–5). Admiral Robert Peary’s 
reconnoiter of northern Greenland in the late 1800s astonished the local 
Inuits, who had never before seen white men, but Peary was surprised in 
return to see them carrying iron knives and iron harpoon heads.
 The explanation for these curious reports is that native metal (metal 
existing in its pure or nearly pure state) existed in various, albeit relatively 
few, places in the continent. Native copper is the oldest metal known to 
have been worked and traded (figure 1.2). A copper projectile point re-
covered from a site west of Lake Superior dates to a secure context of 4700 
BC—old enough to indicate that Native American metalworking devel-
oped independent of non-native influence and also that North Ameri-
can copper mining ranks among the earliest evidence of metalworking 
anywhere in the world (Martin 2004: 8). Archaeological evidence also 
indicates that native groups across most of the eastern half of the conti-
nent were using and trading copper by at least 1000 BC. Native iron, far 
scarcer, derives almost exclusively from meteorites. The Greenland Inuits 
had named their iron sources Tent, Woman, and Dog in order of decreas-
ing size. When led to this 30-ton celestial family in 1894, Admiral Peary 
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Figure 1.2. Native Americans worked and exchanged copper widely, as evident in this early 
twentieth-century collection of “copper relics.” Photograph by J. T. Reeder. Michigan Technological 
University Archives and Copper Country Historical Collections, MS042-017-261-006.
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recalled seeing thousands of basalt hammerstones scattered in the vicinity 
(Rickard 1941: 58–59). 
 European observers from the mid-seventeenth century on noted some 
Native American groups actively refining metals. Smelting techniques 
may have been learned from Spanish miners, who mined gold and silver 
ores in the Southwest in secret to avoid heavy taxes (Young 1970: 101). 
The French reportedly taught Native Americans residing along the upper 
Mississippi to smelt galena and make molds for casting lead shot (Murphy 
2000: 80–81). Still, it is important to bear in mind that mining was an oc-
casional activity and that the quantity of metals in circulation remained 
fairly small. A detailed knowledge of local and regional environments, 
including the location of mineral outcrops, nevertheless was long a part 
of adaptive strategies and social systems on the continent. The European 
perception that Native American societies were devoid of metals came 
packaged with connotations that Native American people lacked the cul-
tural achievements of the West and that indigenous use of metal-bearing 
ores squandered the true economic potential. This paradox between Na-
tive American industry and the perceived lack of it helps explain why 
Euro-Americans engaged in mining activities over the next few centuries 
relied heavily on native guides to find mineral outcrops yet often dis-
missed indigenous mineral rights on the grounds that no Indian was, or 
had ever been, a miner.
 The disappointing returns of early European prospecting in North 
America was partly an accident of geography, but the first colonists also 
tended to lack the skills essential to identifying the precious metal de-
posits that sometimes existed under their feet (Mulholland 1981: 17–36). 
Prospecting efforts in the New World, however, did find greater success 
with identifying minerals worked contemporaneously in Europe. Iron ore 
transported as ballast on returning ships yielded some of the first mineral 
profits realized in the English colonies. The noted abundance of wood 
for charcoal also opened real possibilities for establishing a colonial iron 
industry. In 1619, the London Company sent more than 150 emigrants 
skilled in the manufacture of iron to Virginia to establish ironworks. A 
Powhatan raid at Falling Creek in 1622 destroyed this first attempt and 
dampened enthusiasm to develop an iron industry for several years. In 
1647, the Saugus Iron Works in Massachusetts began producing iron from 
bog ores, but a combination of litigation and financial difficulties forced 
its closure by 1652. Other early efforts to produce iron at an industrial 
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16   ·   The Archaeology of American Mining

scale likewise proved fitful, the consequence of poor site selection and an 
overestimation of the iron deposits on hand. Nevertheless, by the 1650s, 
several English colonies employed smiths and founders to work local iron 
ores, many of which were recovered from marshes (Gordon 1996: 55–89; 
Rickard 1932: 8–12).
 A wider array of minerals than iron also fell within the purview of 
colonial enterprise. Clays and sands, for instance, found application for 
the pottery and glass industries. The Granby copper mine (discovered in 
1705) in Connecticut turned a modest profit for several decades before its 
conversion into a prison. Prospectors mined coal deposits in Nova Scotia 
as early as 1700 and on the James River in Maryland by 1748. The stone 
industry centered early in New England (Bowles 1947), where operators 
supplied building materials for the construction industry as well as me-
morial stone for masons to carve elaborate Death’s Head, Cherub, and 
Urn and Willow designs.
 Outside of the different gender arrangements, the extraction tech-
niques that European miners utilized during the 1600s differed little from 
their Native American counterparts. In place of hammerstones, European 
miners employed a single-tined pick and sledgehammer to break rock 
in an action similar to that of a hammer and chisel. A second method, 
termed plug and feather, drove a wedge into crevices in the rock to split 
the rock through the grain. A third method used fire and water to break 
rock through expansion and contraction. A few mines in Europe had 
adapted the explosive power of black powder to aid excavations by the 
1630s. The first black powder mill in the United States opened in 1675, 
and its application in North American mine workings occurred sometime 
thereafter (Wyman 1979: 104–7; Young 1970: 187–91, 212–14). Its popular 
use continued well into the mid-nineteenth century, by which time the 
scale and scope of American mining practice had transformed so signifi-
cantly as to be nearly unrecognizable from its colonial origins.

After the Gold Rush

The census of U.S. manufactures for 1870 reported an industry radically 
different from what returns indicated just a few decades prior. In that year, 
some eight thousand American mining companies employed 150,000 
workers and produced $150 million in raw mineral products. Gold, sil-
ver, copper, iron, lead, and other metals contributed to approximately 
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