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Gold	  –	  Versatile	  and	  Coveted	  
	  
	  
By Carol Schwyzer, © MoneyMuseum 

Gold is a precious metal which, because of its glowing yellow colour and its usually high quality 
occurrence, easily catches the eye. At first mankind came across it by chance. But soon man deployed 
all his talents to come into possession of the rare and therefore precious metal. Thus gold has played a 
part in religions, cults, arts and the goldsmith's guild since time immemorial. 

But thanks to its outstanding qualities gold is extremely coveted in other areas, for example in the 
electrical industry, in space travel, in optical instruments, medicine – and recently also in cosmetics. 

Gold has dominated the currency system as money for over 2500 years. Even today this treasure of the 
earth is regarded as a safe reserve in times of crisis. Here we present to you some of its qualities and 
possible uses. 
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Reef	  gold	  –	  the	  primary	  gold	  	  

	  

 
	  
Reef	  gold	  on	  stone	  containing	  quartz	  

 

Here reef gold blossoms like a beautiful flower on the stone containing quartz in which it was 
embedded for millions of years. Because it is visible with the naked eye it is also called free gold. Its 
glowing yellow colour tempts one to pluck it directly from the mother stone. 

The expert distinguishes between the mineable natural gold deposits and primary and secondary 
deposits. The strata impregnated with gold as well as the gold deposited in the quartz veins are referred 
to as reef gold. In most cases they were formed before more than 2,500 million years in the geological 
primeval times of the earth, in the Archaean. 

Famous gold quartz deposits are to be found in Witwatersrand (South Africa), in the area of the 
Comstock Lode (California), in Yukon (Alaska) and on the Porcupine River (Canada). The Inca gold 
came from the deposits of Cajamarca, Yanacocha and Potosí. In Australia the gold fields of Kalgoorlie 
are well known. 
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The	  nugget	  –	  the	  dream	  of	  every	  gold	  prospector	  	  

	  

 
	  
River	  gold	  in	  the	  form	  of	  various	  small	  nuggets	  

 

Lumps of gold that developed naturally are called nuggets. They are found as alluvial gold in many 
rivers and are called secondary gold deposits. They are formed by the weathering and erosion of 
primary gold deposits, which result in the release of gold aggregates. For gold is chemically stable and, 
unlike surrounding stone, does not disintegrate by weathering or the transport by streams or rivers. Most 
of the secondary gold deposits consist of fine particles of gold. 

Nuggets are rare just as large areas of native gold from which they can form are also rare. Generally 
nuggets are extremely small and weigh only a few grams. And yet every gold prospector dreams of 
coming across a large nugget. 

The two largest of all gold nuggets found are the Holtermann nugget weighing 214.32 kilograms found 
in Australia in 1872 and a nugget from Chile weighing more than 153 kilograms. 

That the find of a nugget helps its finder to become wealthy is even reflected in the world of comics: the 
incredibly rich Scrooge McDuck explains his legendary wealth with the ostrich egg nugget he 
discovered on the Klondike. 
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Tons	  of	  stone	  for	  one	  ounce	  of	  gold	  

	  

 
	  
Kalgold	  gold	  mine	  (open-‐cast	  mine),	  South	  Africa	  

 

In the beginning gold was a chance find. But as far back as the Stone Age mankind began to extract 
gold systematically, whether by gold washing or by mining the stone containing gold in open-cast and 
underground mining. In 2004 at Sadrissi, 50 kilometres south-west of Tbilisi (Georgia), German and 
Georgian scientists discovered traces of a 5,000-year-old mine. So prehistoric miners were already 
extracting gold-bearing stone at a depth of 27 metres. 

Today the shafts and tunnels in South Africa, which has some of the most progressive mines in the 
world, extend to a depth of about 3700 metres, where temperatures of up to 59 degrees Celsius prevail. 
A cooling plant ensures that the climate is not too unpleasant for the miners. 

Although the largest underground gold reserves worldwide are still in South Africa, China has replaced 
the country as the largest gold producers worldwide. The USA is the third one. 

The proportion of gold in the earth's crust amounts to about 0.005 grams per ton. But the concentration 
of the metal varies considerably from one place to another. While earlier the industrial output of gold 
with a concentration of at least 5 grams per ton of stone was considered to be worthwhile, today – 
thanks to the high market price and improved methods of extracting the stone that contains only one 
gram per ton is profitable. So today as a rule for one ounce of gold, about 31 grams, several tons of 
stone have to be mined or moved. 

But shovelling it over is not enough. To extract the gold from the stone the material is sprayed with 
cyanide and mercury. If the strong poisons enter the environment they cause massive ecological 
problems.  
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Gold	  washing	  –	  the	  oldest	  but	  still	  current	  method	  of	  extracting	  gold	  

	  

 
	  
Sand	  with	  gold	  dust	  in	  a	  gold	  washer's	  pan	  

 

"Two-thirds of the pan is filled with earth, then it is held in a jet of water and the washing begins with 
the aim to separate the gold from the earth and stones. New water is scooped up, the pan is moved in a 
circle, which removes and disposes of the material that is lighter than gold. That is the job of the gold-
washer, who permanently stands up to his knees in water," Théophile de Rutté, the first Swiss consul in 
California from 1850 to 1854, writes in his memoirs. 

Gold washing is the oldest method of extracting gold. It uses the specific weight of the gold particles, 
which collect on the bottom of the receptacle. In ancient times they collected the parts containing gold 
with fleece, to which the famous saga of the Golden Fleece alludes. Later the pelts were replaced by 
gold pans or gold channels. Even today gold prospectors and even the hobby gold washers use a 
washing pan or a washboard, which is also called a sluice. 

In the 19th century the dream of becoming rich by scooping and shaking a pan in the river led to various 
mass movements called the gold rush, as in 1848 to 1854 in California and 1896 to 1898 on the 
Klondike in Alaska. 

In Switzerland the gold washing centres are to be found in the Napf area around the town of Geneva. 
The daily yield today amounts to between about 0.1 to 3 grams per person. 
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Only	  few	  became	  rich	  

	  

 
	  
p>Gold	  diggers	  in	  the	  Californian	  gold	  rush	  

 

In 1848 the news of the gold finds on the farm of the Swiss August Sutter in California reached the 
public. As in 1849 gold seekers from all over the world streamed into the west of the USA in masses 
those participating in the Californian gold rush were called the "forty-niners." They came in the hope of 
fast, effortless prosperity. But the faces of the forty-niners show that the reality was different. 

Although in the initial phase it seemed as if you could just pick up the gold from the ground, few 
became rich. For a gold-digger had to fetch gold out of the ground valued at 5 dollars a day just to cover 
his basic costs. However, with an average yield of just under one dollar a day not as much as half of this 
was achieved. To be successful with that was simply impossible. 

Those who really did find gold often lost it in gaming or had to pay the traders extortionate prices for 
simple consumer goods. In 1849 an egg, for example, cost one dollar, old newspapers were sold for 10 
dollars and two bottles of beer for 16 dollars. 

How hard the life of the gold diggers on the Klondike was, is impressively described by Charlie Chaplin 
in his silent film "The Gold Rush" (1925). 
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As	  faithful	  as	  gold	  

	  

 
	  
A	  gold	  wedding	  ring	  by	  the	  goldsmith	  Hannah	  Peters	  

 

Today as in ancient times brides and grooms place a ring on their finger. The ring in its simple circular 
shape, without beginning or end, symbolises the endlessness of a relationship. If it is made of precious 
gold, well-known for its purity and durability, its symbolic power is further strengthened and it becomes 
a symbol of marital fidelity and lasting permanence. 

However, the ring often outlasts the commitment it is supposed to guarantee and protect. If it no longer 
continues to serve its purpose it lands at the pawnshop, is auctioned on eBay or is returned to the 
elements at the place where the love began. 

If the "bond for life," on the other hand, lasts for 50 long years and is thus in keeping with the promise 
of the ring, married couples may celebrate this as their golden wedding. 

This picture is taken from the works of Hannah Peters, renowned jeweler in the UK. For more 
information about her work, see www.hannahpeters.co.uk/ 
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The	  oldest	  gold	  jewellery	  in	  the	  world	  

	  

 
	  
Gold	  jewellery	  from	  grave	  No	  43	  in	  Varna,	  Bulgaria	  

 

"Women adorn themselves with ribbons, men adorn themselves with fame," a Finnish proverb says. But 
for thousands of years both men and women have adorned themselves with gold, whether it be more 
beautiful to sparkle or to display status – and that until they go to the grave. 

The oldest gold jewellery ever discovered in the world was found in the west of the Bulgarian town of 
Varna and is over 6,000 years old. It was discovered by chance when in 1972 an excavator driver was 
digging up the ground to lay a cable on a burial ground of the Varna civilisation. 

Grave No 43 contained the skeleton of a man about 1.70 metres tall and 40 to 50 years old, who was 
surrounded by 990 gold objects with a total weight of 1,516 grams. His clothes, too, were embellished 
with applications made of gold. The golden sceptre, similar to a battle-axe, in the grave indicates that 
the dead man was a clan chief or a priest. 

The find from Varna comprises altogether 3,000 pieces of jewellery made of very pure gold, which 
testify to the advanced skills of the goldsmiths from the time between 4600 to 4200 BC. 

That the fascination of gold jewellery is unbroken is shown by the fact that today roughly half of all 
gold goes into earrings, chains, bracelets, rings and materials interlaced with gold. 
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A	  trace	  of	  gold	  	  

	  

 
	  
Golden	  superpose	  embroidery	  by	  the	  Jakob	  Schlaepfer	  AG,	  St.	  Gallen,	  used	  in	  a	  haute	  couture	  creation	  by	  
the	  fashion	  designer	  Christian	  Lacroix,	  Paris,	  in	  spring/summer	  2002	  

 

In her golden dress Cinderella looked so beautiful that everyone at the ball thought she was an unknown 
king's daughter. Grimm's fairytale heroine received her robe from a magic bird. The dream material for 
this modern catwalk princess was woven in the St. Gallen textile firm Jakob Schlaepfer AG. 

Gold is surprisingly soft and elastic. From one gram of gold it is possible to produce a thread 0.006 
millimetres thick and over 3 kilometres in length. In the Byzantine Empire gold threads together with 
the silk imported from China were already being turned into precious textiles for the powerful. For gold 
in clothing makes it glitter, confers status and is a sign of dignity and power. 

Today fabrics interwoven with gold or embroidered and recently also vapour-blasted radiate a touch of 
luxury that indicates that the wearer has the necessary small change to be able to afford these treasures. 
In India, where gold is additionally associated with prosperity, purity and a favourable providence, a 
large part of the gold goes into saris.  
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A	  metal	  for	  many	  occasions	  

	  

 
	  
Semiconductors,	  how	  they	  are	  used	  in	  the	  electronic	  industry	  

 

Gold has many properties that enables it to be put to good use. Its pliancy and extreme elasticity makes 
it an ideal material not only for goldsmiths, but also for gilders. In addition to that it is resistant to 
corrosion and has an outstanding conductivity of electricity and heat. Thus a considerable quantity of 
gold is used in electronics and electrical engineering for circuit boards. On the one hand, for the 
connecting wires that are as thin as a hair, and on the other, for electrical contacts that are coated with a 
minute layer of this precious metal. 

Because gold is a good insulator, the 16 moon landing vehicles which NASA had developed in the 
1960s and 70s in connection with their Apollo programme were also shielded by a gold foil to protect 
them from intense solar radiation and very small meteorites which are not moderated by the atmosphere 
in space. 

Even in medicine gold proves to be extremely useful. Modern nuclear medicine, for example, uses its 
ability to make organic substances visible in electron microscopes. In this case patients are whose 
organs are to be examined by means of scintigraphy, are given a potable liquid containing radioactive 
gold particles, whose radiation allows the organs to be examined by scintigraphy. In the treatment of 
cancer, on the other hand, the gold isotope Au 198 plays a part. Small quantities are planted into the 
focus of the cancer and destroy the surrounding cancerous tissue by radiation. 
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The cosmetic industry, too, has discovered gold and has recently begun to promote nano-sized gold 
particles in beauty products to acquire eternal beauty and youth. Their effect is disputed in scientific 
circles, but a great temptation to purchase them emanates from their exclusiveness and the mystical 
glitter of gold.  
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A	  mouth	  full	  of	  gold	  

	  

 
	  
Laughing	  Mexican	  with	  gold	  teeth	  

 

"Early morning hath gold in its mouth," is what this Mexican seems to be saying. Whether he wants to 
accentuate his status with a row of gold teeth or whether they are a result of bad dental hygiene remains 
unanswered. 

As long ago as 3,000 BC the ancient Egyptians secured their teeth with gold wire. Gold was for a long 
time the preferred material of dentistry as it does not oxidise and does not otherwise leave any chemical 
decay in the human body. It is considerably more lasting than amalgam or porcelain and does not bring 
on any allergies. 

In South America and South Asia gold teeth are still a status symbol, a sign of success. Though that was 
still the case in the Western world up into the post-was time, today the demand for gold fillings, bridges, 
inlays and complete gold teeth has dropped, and that largely for aesthetic reasons. 

As a commercial object gold from teeth was and is, on the other hand, in great demand because of its 
material value. When the price of gold rose to dizzy heights between 1978 and 1980 the trade with it 
flourished. 

By means of recycling, dental gold is decomposed into its constituent parts (gold, silver, palladium, 
platinum) and then offered for further processing. Depending on the degree of purity, between 20 and 
30 (Swiss) franks are paid for one gram of dental gold. The greatly increased prices for gold in 2010 
might result in boosting the trade in dental gold. 
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Gold	  as	  an	  investment	  

	  

 
	  
Various	  gold	  ingots	  and	  coins	  

 

When stock exchange prices start to drop and uncertainty spreads through the financial markets they are 
again in demand, the Vrenelis, the krugerrands and however the beautiful gold coins of the world are 
called. And with them gold ingots are also stowed away again in the safe deposit vaults. 

In the consciousness of many people gold, precious for thousands of years, is combined with the idea of 
an available and safe value. And in times of crisis that is what you take refuge in. This is shown by gold 
prices rising quickly after the financial crisis of 2008. 

At the same time the experts disagree as to whether it is worthwhile to invest part of their assets in gold. 
The opponents argue that gold does not yield either interest or dividends. And as a precious metal it is 
also subjected to price fluctuations and short-term speculations. Since the Bretton Woods agreement, 
which abolished the backing of the dollar with gold, in 1971 gold has become uncoupled from money 
and the price maintenance and is thus a freely traded commodity. 

In spite of this the magical appeal of mythical gold seems to live on. It is likely that people will continue 
to put their hopes and trust in its eternal nature for a long time to come. 


