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Early Mining Methods


Miners of the 1840s used three fascinating methods to take gold from rivers and streams: panning, cradling and using a long tom. 


At the beginning of the gold rush, panning was the most popular way of mining. In this method, the miner used a shallow pan, shaped like a dishpan, to scoop up a mixture of dirt and water from a stream bed (Booth 161). By swirling the pan and tipping it ever so slightly, he separated the heavier gold, leaving it on the pan's bottom, while throwing out the sand and water. Isaac Humphrey introduced gold panning in 1848 (“Mining Techniques”). An early forty-niner claimed he was able to earn forty dollars a day (Shaw 186).


Another method of mining was to use a cradle. A cradle was a wooden device built like a baby's cradle. Its top was covered with an iron sheet full of small holes (Holliver 106). The miner would first place a full shovel of dirt on the top, then he would shake the cradle. Stones and large objects would roll off with the fine dirt, and the gold would go through. In the bottom of the cradle, ridges of wood were built that caught the gold but allowed the sand and water to go out the one end that was open (Holliver 106). “Using a cradle instead of panning, I could easily triple my nugget take,” one forty-niner reported (Shaw 183). 


Finally, a third way to mine was to use the long tom, a big improvement over the cradle. The long tom was built in a fashion similar to the cradle but it was 12 to 20 feet long and was stationary (“Mining Techniques”). The stream's water would run through it and help wash away the dirt while the gold settled on the bottom making it “a much more useful and popular device for finding gold” (Shaw 187). 


In conclusion, these three ways of mining gold—panning, cradling, and using a long tom—enabled the California gold rush to be a great success.
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