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Gold, garnets and magnetite!  With the price of an ounce of gold currently at $3,500, gold panning can be quite 
interesting –- and lucrative (Note: as of 9-16-2025, gold has risen to over $3,700 per ounce).  Even an amateur could 
get rich --- at least theoretically!  However, the reality is: --- it takes a LOT of work, muscle, patience, and some luck.  
Contrary Creek near Mineral, VA is a location that allows us to find some real gold.  The stream flows through an area
of several historic gold mines and other types of mining that occurred in the gold-pyrite belt running through Virginia 
generally in a line from the northeast to the southwest.  There is ample evidence along this stream of mining in the 



form of mine tailings (piled in some place right to the stream edge), smelting (“slag glass” from smelting ore is 
plentiful), and much highly mineralized rock containing freshly broken quartz, schist, garnets, pyrite, magnetite, 
actinolite, and more.  Gold is a challenge to find, but it is there.  Witness the Contrary Creek 9-pound nugget found 
here in the late 1800’s now in the Smithsonian.  We have found small amounts of gold here time after time over the 
years --- check out the gold I collected here on our 2010 trip. [see attached picture.]  The technique is simple --- dig a 
hole in the stream gravel (all the way to bedrock if you can), and pan the gravel, mud, and sand from the lowest level 
that you can reach.  With some luck, you will see a few specks of bright yellow gold at the bottom of your gold pan.  If
you are really lucky, those specks may be large enough to pick up (these are called “pickers”) with your fingers.  It is 
slow work, but always with a feeling of excited anticipation to see what will be in the very bottom of your pan.  Gold 
is heavy --- very heavy.  With a specific gravity of 19, it is 19 times heavier than water and six times heavier than 
quartz.  When you shake your gold pan, the gold drops quickly to the bottom.  You then stop shaking and wash off the 
top layers of sand and gravel from your pan. Repeat as necessary. The heavy gold stays on the bottom.  While panning,
you may spot garnet crystals (dodecahedron shaped --- like little soccer balls) in your pan.  Or magnetite crystals --- 
eight-sided octahedron shaped (like 2 back-to-back pyramids).  Or pyrite crystals (cubes).  There are many nuances to 
selecting a likely location to dig.  A bend in the stream where heavy gold settles on the inside edge; behind a big rock 
where the water slows enough to allow the gold to settle; or where a natural gold trap occurs --- such as in the bedrock 
of Contrary Creek beneath the Rt 322 highway bridge. [See attached picture.]  This bedrock of schist in this exact 
location is formed in natural vertical parallel ridges that catch gold. [See attached picture.]  One of our club members 
once found two ounces of gold nuggets right here. What a day that was!  

Anyway, our small group of 6 (Dave, Mike S., Rich S., John W., and beginner Debra M.) happily spent the morning 
digging and panning.  The water and the shadow from the bridge kept us cool.  And our finds kept us happy.


