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n a crisp autumn day in 1828, young Benjamin Parks was
home from a "lick log" on the western side of the Chestatee
ere he and his friend, Lew Ralston, provided salt for their
he deer were plentiful at that time of year in the mountains
rn Georgia and "Uncle Benny," as he was known to the locals
ars, strolled quietly through the woods hoping to catch sight
v of meat on the hoof. While engaged in thoughts of deer
accidentally kicked up an unusual stone. The color of this
common stone caught his attention and he paused for a
.. As he knelt and held the rock in his hand, its true nature
sar to him. Years later, he would remember that the color
hing like that of an egg yolk--a deep rich yellow hue. It

is has come to be the traditional view concerning the
of Georgia’s great gold mining period and subsequent
f the Cherokees. Popular works, such as Andrew Cain’s
f Lumpkin County® and Lou Harshaw’s The Gold of
3 have tended to remain loyal to the legend over the years.
while there may be some truth to the tale, it is by no means
story.

“all the popular interest in Georgia’s gold rush, the
hy of the Georgia gold era is," as one historian recently put
eed."® E. Merton Coulter’s work on the gold rush town
. The U.S. Branch Mint at Dahlonega by Clair Birdsalls,?
ighborhood Mint by Sylvia Head and Elizabeth Etheridge,

7 books to examine any aspect of this period in a scholarly
hese are joined by only two articles, "Georgia’s Forgotten
y Fletcher Green,® and "The Southern Gold Rush" by Otis
1 but Birdsall briefly address the question of how the gold
y began. However, they either perpetuate the Parks story
e stories of a few writers of the late nineteenth and early
nturies who do not cite their sources, evidently relying
d and hearsay.

he quastion remains, when and how did the gold rush
ere evidence to support the Parks legend? And was it in
scovery of gold on Cherokee lands that led Georgia to
quthority over the Indians in December of 1828? These
the questions to be addressed in searching for the "Origins
‘Georgia Gold Rush."

1g the Colonial and Early National periods there was



sporadic excitement over the prospect of gold in Vi g:
Carolinas, but nowhere was there an influx of
prospectors commonly referred to as a "gold rush." Then
a series of discoveries from Maryland to Alabama i
national excitement that led to the first gold rush in Ame
The richest portion of the gold belt was located in north
and it was to this area that most of the prospectors wer
No one is certain when the first discovery of g
in Georgia. There are no contemporary sources that n
individual as "first" discoverer, nor is there any firm ing
date attached to such a find earlier than July of 18;
significant since some later claims to a first discovery §
1826 and 1828. .
The earliest date for the discovery of gold in Geo
by James Mooney in his Myths of the Cherokee, publish
According to the testimony of an old Cherokee named Jam
a Cherokee boy found the first Georgia nugget about the
while playing along the banks of the Chestatee River, Hos
are no original sources to back up Wafford’s claim.'®Anc
find" was announced in an article by W. H. Fluker ent
Mining in McDuffie County, Georgia," published in a 19
Transactions of the American Institute of Mining
According to Fluker, two English miners who were &
peddlers through McDuffie County in 1823 spotted a qua
in gold.!"  Although gold mining certainly occurred ir
County, there is no original material to support the stos
case, the McDuffie County gold area is an isolated
formation 100 miles south of the main gold region that ¢
known as the Dahlonega Gold Belt.
Another claim of a first discovery was made by L IC
Knight in his 1917 work, A4 Standard History of Ge
Georgians. According to Knight, gold was discovered in
the town of Villa Rica. For a time, says Knight, this area
sort of Klondyke, to which argonauts of the period rushed
in hand to unearth the fortunes which they here expected
However, Knight does not cite the source of this inform
there is no evidence to suggest that gold was mined in Carre
prior to 1829, :
Claims to discoveries farther north in the Dahlor
leading to Georgia’s gold rush, are as unsubstantiated as

McCallie and King tell of a slave who found gold in a bran
Nacoochee River in 1828.13 At about the same time, acee
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r Green, another black man found gold on Bear Creek near the
site of Dahlonega.'* Another account tells of a man named
ax;swho found gold on a branch of Ward’s Creek, also near
609,
Thomas Bowen is said to have made vet another discovery on
Creek in what is today White County. According to Judge
nderwood, to whom Bowen related his story, "There came up
1 and blew down some tall timber along Duke’s Creek . . . and
roots of the timber Mr. Bowen found the first gold ever
sred . . . in Georgia."'® William Blake told of another Duke’s
d in his 1860 report on the Auraria Mines of Georgia.
g to Blake, a man named John Witheroods (A Dahlonega
i the Mountam Signal, later gave the spelling as
ot ) found a three ounce nugget in the little mountain
the year 1829.1 And Benjamin Parks, according to
al testimony, made his find in 1827 just east of the Chestatee

These stories concerning the origins of Georgia’s gold rush
have circulated for more than a century and a half. Some have
en cited in scholarly books and articles. Even so, not a single
f solid contemporary documentation has been found to support
these claims. The closest thing to such evidence for any of
omes from an 1833 article by Jacob Peck which appeared in
erican Journal of Science and Arts. According to Peck,

e discovery of gold in Habersham county has been
50 recent, not more than two years since, that but little
«- been done to develop the metals concealed there.
A gentleman of the name of Wilhero, made researches
by comparing the face of the country and appearance
of the branches and streams with the gold section in
North Carolina, and found deposits of gold through
Habersham and I-Iall counties, and then discovery
followed discovery.!®

It is possible, maybe even probable, that William Blake’s
roods" and the Mountain Signal’s "Witherow" represent later
ations of Peck’s "gentleman of the name of Wilhero," but since
f the writers cite their evidence, there is no way to be sure.

‘The most widely accepted claim of a first discovery is that of
nin Parks. As an old man of ninety-one, "Uncle Benny" told
ry to a reporter from the Atlanta Constitution in July of 1894.
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The article mentions the year 1827 as the time of discoves
could not have been the case since Parks went on to say th
was being invaded by gold prospectors within a few d
discovery. Furthermore, a conflicting story on this point ¢
fourth-hand from the testimony of friend of Parks who
story to his daughter. A 1985 article by Larry Mitch
appeared in the North Georgia Journal, quotes Parks dire
my birthday (October 27), so I'd ought to know," r
man. "I was following a deer . . . hoping it wouldn’t tu
river, for late October is no time for fording. I wasn’t
as common and was well’nigh tired down, for I wor
birthday boots not yet broke in." Word of the disco
quickly and, according to the Mitchell article, Parks hims
“the to-do that followed was going full steam before e
rung in."?°
The property on which Benjamin Parks made
owned by the Reverend Robert O’Barr, pastor of the
Baptist Church where Parks was a member. He asked (
lease on the site and the good reverend, thinking the requ
laughed at the suggestion that gold might be mined on hi
O’Barr finally agreed to a forty year lease whereby he WO
one-fourth of the gold mined on the property. Par S
partner, Joel Stephens, and together they returned to the

gold. Uncle Benny later recalled, "It was more than m i
believe,"?! 1

When O’Barr found that his property indeed conta I
tried to buy back the lease he had sold to Parks, but Par
sell. Exasperated, O’Barr sold the lot in January of 1830 |
This was not a bad price considering that he had bought
only eighteen months earlier (July 1828) for one hundn
Unfortunately, it is impossible to tell exactly when gold
the O’Barr lot during the time between July of 1828 and |
1830. A
Regardless of the exact date, and despite the popula
Parks legend, no firm evidence for gold in Georgia is fou
August 1829 when the Georgia Journal, a newspaper pt
Georgia’s capitol at Milledgeville, printed the following n¢

GOLD.--A gentleman of the first respectabili ,

Habersham county, writes us thus under date of
July: .
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0 gold mines have just been discovered in this
ounty, and preparations are making to bring these
idden treasures of the earth to use.’

appears that what we long anticipated has come
ass at last, namely, that the gold region of North
South Carolina, would be found to extend into
rgia.

o0 say that no gold had been found in Georgia prior to the
of 1829. However, one may draw the conclusion that
10 gold rush was underway prior to that time. The Journal
Georgia newspapers ran articles telling of gold strikes in
ind the Carolinas throughout the middle to late 1820s. If
in Georgia had been common knowledge before the
1829, the state’s newspapers would hardly have ignored
e reporting gold discoveries in other states.

the autumn of 1829 articles describing the vast wealth of
gold region began appearing in newspapers throughout the
he end of that year the first genuine gold rush in American
going full tilt. It is difficult to say how many gold-
pectors were attracted to north Georgia in late 1829, but
that they numbered in the thousands. Best estimates place
imber of these "29ers" at as many as ten thousand.?® Niles’
eported that there were at least four thousand miners
e gold-rich sands on Yahoola Creek alone.?*

e greatar part of this early mining activity took place
Cherokee lands. The rush of prospectors into Cherokee
s known even at the time as the "Great Intrusion." The
mption seems to have been that the discovery of gold on
ds provided the primary motivation for Georgia’s
authority over the Cherokees and was the ultimate cause
emoval. But in fact, Georgians had coveted the lands
ees long before they knew of gold in the region.

ia’s first efforts at Indian removal came in 1802 when
up its claims to the areas that are today Alabama and
exchange for a promise from the federal government
ndians from her remaining claims "as soon as the same
ly obtained on reasonable terms."® Georgia’s attention
first against the Creeks who inhabited the rich cotton
east bank on the Chattahoochee. By 1826 the fate of the
‘sealed with the Treaty of Washington, and Georgia
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quickly turned its attention northward to the Cheroke
bounded on the south by the Chattahoochee River and on t
the Chestatee. 3

In December of 1826, nearly three years before the
began, Georgia’s senate passed a resolution requesting
president of the United States take steps to initiate a treat
Cherokees, "the object of which shall be to extinguish the
or any part of the lands now in their possession within the
Georgia."*® The federal government was reluctant to act o
request since it was bound by previous treaty obligation to |
Cherokees from further white encroachment. Additionz F-
agreement between Georgia and the federal government
that Indian lands must be "peaceably obtained." How
Cherokees made it clear that they had no intention of givir
nation without a struggle. ;

Impatient with U. S. authorities and alarme
entrenchment of the Cherokees, Georgia took matters in
hands. In December of 1828, the state legislature enac
mandating the extension of Georgia’s authority over Chere
to take effect on 1 June 1830. After that date all laws an
of the Cherokee Nation would be null and void.?” T
indication that gold was generally known to exist on Cher
or anywhere else in Georgia, at the time this act was p
contemporary source cites gold as a motivating factor fc
passage. But when gold was discovered on Cherokee land,
lust for the territory became all the more intense. In De
1828, however, that the Cherokees possessed land the sta
was reason enough for Georgia to take it.

Within three years of Georgia's takmg control of
lands, the area was surveyed and raffled off in a state lot
barred the Indians themselves. Despite the Cherokees’
protests and their victory in the famous case of Worcester
whereby Georgia’s position was declared unconstitutional, th
Indians were rounded up and sent westward on the Trail of
1839, the once mighty Cherokee Nation had vanished fro:
that is today northern Georgia. There can be little dout
Cherokee’s expulsion was hastened by the discovery of g
their nation, but gold or no gold, Georgia was determined |
land. ]

Details surrounding the origins of the north Georgia
remain vague at best. Certainly by autumn of 1829 the
Nation and adjacent Georgia counties were being flog
prospectors hungry for gold, but this is the most that can
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ny degree of accuracy. Although they are colorful and
claims of "first" discoveries of gold in north Georgia remain
ntiated in spite of "Uncle Benny’s" pronouncement nearly 100
that he "turned up the first nuggets ever seen about here."
n may claim it," he said, "men will claim anything--but
ts if I ain’t the one sure enough "28 Benjamin Parks may
e the best claim to making the discovery that started the
if for no other reason than his is the only first-hand
ut the inconsistences of his story and lack of supporting
ust call the account into question. Still, the Parks legend,
other tales of first discoveries, to a large degree provide
around which the joy of historical inquiry is constructed.
knows? There may come a day, however remote the
y, when there is found in an attic or a courthouse basement
or document from the late 1820s linking the name of
0 Parks, or any of the other claimants, to the beginnings of
| Georgia gold rush.
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