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Figure 1. This 1847 map of North Carolina includes an inset showing the
"Gold Region."
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Figure 2. Until it has been
polished, a nugget of gold

doesnÕt look like one Ñ even
when itÕs as large as this one in

a Brazil museum.

Figure 3. An 1849 childrenÕs
book included this illustration of

gold miners, with the caution,
ÒSome persons have gone from
New England to dig for gold in
this state. I suppose they hope

to get suddenly rich; but they
had better stay at home; for

where one man becomes
wealthy by digging for gold, a

thousand get rich by staying at
home, and quietly cultivating

their farms.Ó

What would it take for you to leaveyour family and home behind and venture to a new
country?Peoplemigrate for many reasons,but basicallythey are trying to get awayfrom
someplacethat is undesirableor trying to get to a placethat is more desirable.In 1799an
eventoccurred in the southern Piedmont that made North Carolina a very desirableplace
to live Ñ the discovery of gold!

Twelve-year-oldConradReedwasfishing in Little MeadowCreekon his familyÕsfarm
in CabarrusCounty one dayin 1799when he found a seventeen-poundgold nugget.More
gold wasfound in and along the creek,making ConradÕsfather, John Reed,a verywealthy
man. News of gold in Cabarrus County spread quickly. Soon gold was being found in
neighboring counties Ñ Montgomery, Stanly, Mecklenburg, Rowan, and Union Ñ and
people anxious to find gold of their own began moving into the area.

In the mid-1700s, the western portion of the southern Piedmont was a scarcely
populated backcountry. Governor Arthur Dobbs visited the area in 1755to survey land
locatedin present-dayMecklenburgand Cabarruscountiesthat he had purchasedten years
earlier. He found seventy-fiveScots-Irishand twenty-twoGerman families living there. He
describedthese pioneers as Òindustriouspeople,Ówith most families having five to ten
children. They raised livestockand crops such as corn, wheat,barley,rye, and indigo, and
traded primarily with Charleston,South Carolina, some two hundred miles to the south.
Charlotte, the stateÕs largest city today, was merely a dusty little village.

Around 1805,only a few yearsafter ConradÕsdiscovery,newspapersbeganreporting
on gold-mining activities and people coming into the area to search for gold. William
Thornton, of Baltimore, Maryland, designerof the United StatesCapitol, wasone of these
seekers.After learning of the gold, he purchased thirty-five thousand acres of land in
Montgomery (now Stanly)County and formed the North CarolinaGold Mine Company.By
1806,investorsin this companyincluded a former governorof Maryland and the treasurer
of the United States.

Most of the people coming to North Carolina to find gold were not as notable as
Thornton and company. There is not much detailed information about those who first
cameseekinggold. Of course,initially, local landownersdid most of the mining. The first
newcomersto arrive were probably from neighboring statesand somewhatresembledthe
peoplealreadyliving in western North Carolina. But then, as luck would haveit, another
eventoccurredthat would greatly increasethe numbers, and diversity,of peoplemigrating
to the stateÕs gold fields.

In 1825Matthias Barringer discoveredthat gold could be found in veins of white
quartz, and by following these veins of quartz into the ground, one could recovermore
gold. Prior to this discovery,all of the mining conducted in North Carolina had been
aboveground,or Òplacer,Ómining. With BarringerÕsdiscoveryof Òlode,Óor underground,
mining, the rush to North Carolina wason. Peoplecamefrom far and wide to make their
fortunes. Many of the most important lode mines were locatedin or around Charlotte. In
1828J. Humphrey Bissell, of Charleston,bought part of the McComb Mine and brought
with him not only new technologybut alsoÒmenexperiencedin South American mining.Ó
At one Charlotte mine that employed almost a thousand workers, thirteen different
languageswere spoken.Count Vincent de Rivafinoli, an Italian aristocratand experienced
mining engineer,wasone of the most cultured and flamboyant foreigners in Charlotte.As
headof the Mecklenburg Gold Mining Company,he brought in as many as eighty expert
miners from England, Germany, Wales, Scotland, Ireland, Switzerland, Italy, and France.

2 | LEARN NC È www.learnnc.org



On the web

More from LEARN NC

Visit us on the web at www.learnnc.org to learn more about topics related to this article,
including Cabarrus County, North Carolina, North Carolina gold rush, gold, history,
immigration , industry, andmining .

About the author

REBECCA LEWIS

As of 2006, RebeccaLewis was assistantsite manager at Reed Gold Mine State Historic Site in
CabarrusCounty. She was program coordinator of the Tar Heel Junior Historian Associationfrom
1999 to 2003.

Image credits

More information about these images and higher-resolution files are linked from the original web
version of this document.

Among the European workers, miners from Cornwall, England, had the greatest
influence on North Carolina mining culture. The Cornish miners had developed
techniques for lode mining over severalcenturies, extracting tin and copper from their
native land. They shared their knowledgeand expertisein North Carolina. Theseminers
taught proper and safetechniquesfor lode mining and were alsoexpertsin the processof
milling gold ore and the use of steam technology.The use of steam enginessoon spread
from gold mining to other North Carolina industries, such as textile mills.

Many of the immigrants who cameto North Carolinaduring the gold rush weresingle
men Ñ young or middle-aged,ambitious, and hardworking. Unaccompaniedby women or
children, they were able to move freely from one mining areato another. When gold was
found in other southern statesand then in California in 1848,many movedout of the area.
The Cornish miners, however,had often movedwith their families. Theywereknown to be
Òskilled,superstitious, clannish,Óand strongly Methodist. Unlike the single prospectors
who followed the gold to California, the Yukon, and beyond,many of theseCornish miners
and their families stayedin North Carolina, in the lode mining centersof Charlotte and
especially Gold Hill in Rowan County.

The Cornish culture is a unique culture within Great Britain, much like the Welsh or
Scottish, with its own dialect and customs. But becausethe Cornish also spoke English,
they and their descendantsquickly melded into American life, and their cultural influence
is not easy to pinpoint. The influence that they had on North CarolinaÕsemerging
industries, however, is unmistakable. In the early 1800s, North Carolina acquired the
nickname ÒTheRip Van Winkle State,Óbecauseso little progresswas made that the state
appearedto be asleeplike that characterfrom literature. The gold industry that the Cornish
helpedbuild influenced other developmentsin industry, commerce,and infrastructure that
helped North Carolina lose this reputation. TodayÕsleaders in industry, research,and
banking have indirectly benefited from the foreign miners and investors of the nationÕs
first gold rush.

The North Carolina Gold Rush| 3

/search?phrase=Cabarrus+County
/search?phrase=North+Carolina
/search?phrase=North+Carolina+gold+rush
/search?phrase=gold
/search?phrase=history
/search?phrase=immigration
/search?phrase=industry
/search?phrase=mining


Figure 1(page 1)

. This image is believed to be in the public domain. Users are advised to make their own
copyright assessment.

Figure 2 (page 2)

Image from http://www.flickr.com/ photos/sheeprus/3138282249/.This image is licensedunder
a CreativeCommons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 2.5 License.To view a
copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/2.5/.
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SamuelGriswold Goodrich,The First Book of History, for Children and Youth (Jenks,Palmer &
co., 1849), p. 101.Original image available from Google Books (http://books.google.com/
books?id=y4dKAAAAMAAJ).This image is believed to be in the public domain. Users are
advised to make their own copyright assessment.
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