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SKIN D I V I N G  FOR GOLD Ii ALASKA 

The S ta t e  Division of ilines and Geology frequently receives i n q u i  r i e s  regarding the pos- 
s i b i l i t i e s  of mining gold i n  Alaska by using skin and SCUBA diving equipment. The inter-  
e s t  i n  this type of mining has been created by the success of a few s k i l l f u l  divers who 
have recovered gold i n  California. Several s t r ikes  have been made there where small 
high-grzde concentrations of gold occur in holes and crevices i n  the strearn beds. Some 
of these occurrences have yielded several hundred dollars r;orth of gold. The number of 
such discoveries has bzen few, and the total  amount of gold produced by t n i s  type of 
mining is  small - probably not more than a few thousand dollars annually. Those who 
pursue this type of endeavor should do so as a hobby because there is  l i t t l e  hope of 
inaking a l iving a t  i t .  

Many of the placer m i n i n g  d i s t r i c t s  i n  Alaska have had a geologic his tory t h a t  has made 
the streams unsuitable for  underwater m i n i n g .  In  these d i s t r i c t s ,  the base level of 
erosion was elevated a f t e r  the placer deposits were formed. The lower valleys are  f i l l e d  
v i th  deposits of s i l t ,  sand, and gravel t h a t  reach thicknesses o f  several hundred f ee t ;  
the streams a r e  now flowing a t  or near the top of the f i 17, above the bedrock f loor  and 
the placer deposits. Typically the streams a re  small in relat ion t o  t h e i r  val leys;  
obtaining enough water fcr min ing  i s  usually a major problem. Deposits o f  this type are  
called buried placers. They are  prevalent throughout the Fairbanks , Tolovana, Poorman, 
Ruby, Hot Springs, and other d i s t r i c t s .  

In other  par ts  of Alaska there has been production of gold from gravel bars along streams 
t h a t  flow on bedrock. A few examples of such streams are: Fortyiuile River, Seventymile 
River, Birch Creek i n  the Circle d i s t r i c t ,  and parts of the Hamrnond River i n  the Koyukuk 
d i s t r i c t .  There a r e  probably numerous others.  In such streams, i t  say be possible to  
recover gold from bedrock crevices o r  submerged bars by the use of d i v i n g  equipment. 

Gold placers i n  the various d i s t r i c t s  have been described i n  bu l le t ins  published by the 
United Sta tes  Geological Survey. tlany of the bul let ins  are  now out  of p r i n t ,  b u t  copies 
.can often be found i n  public l i b ra r i e s  o r  purchased from second hand book dealers. A 
study o f  the descriptions and naps in these bul let ins  will aid i n  the select ion of favor- 
able l o c a l i t i e s .  Part icular  attention should be given t o  l o c a l i t i e s  where bar deposits 
a re  along streams tha t  flow on bedrock. I t  is  advisal;le to  make a feasibi l i  ty  study of 
the selected streams before a large expenditure of time and money i s  made. 

When .Alaska was a Terr i tory,  the land underlying ordinary high water l i n e  on inland nav- 
igable streams was held i n  reserve by the Federal government for  the fu ture  State .  i.lining 
between low and high water l ines was permitted under regulations agr?ed upon by local 
miners; the land belo\~r low water l ine  was mined under such rules and regulations as the 
'acretary of the In t e r io r  prescribed. Statutory law does not define a "navigable s t r e z ~ " ' ,  

out there have been many court decisions to  serve as a guide. I f  a stream i s  not nav- 
igable,  any min ing  claims staked i n  ths stream bed, e i ther  before or  a f t e r  Alaska becaine 
a S ta t e ,  would be valid.  



In January 1959, when Alaska achieved statehood, lands underlying navigable streams, t ide  
and submerged lands, became the property of the State.  Regulations were adopted to  pro- 
vide f o r  mining r ights  and procedures on these lands. These regulations permit e i ther  
claim staking o r  mining leasing on lands underlying navigable streams and on t i d e  and sub- 
merged lands, depending on hovr the S ta t e  c l a s s i f i e s  the lands. i-lining leasehold locations 
are made in  the same manner as mining claim iocations. itiaking a discovery, erecting 
corner posts and marking boundaries a re  required. The rcles are  s imilar  t o  those applying 
t 6  Federal public domain. 

I4ost of the  underwater work done by a diver in  a navigable streani would be i n  the nature 
of prospecting. I t  nligk,t n o t  be desirable  t o  stake a claim or leasehold location unless 
an area were found in which the diver anticipated uorking for  a de f in i t e  period of time. 
The diver  should always make sure tha t  he is n o t  working on another's val id  mining claim 
or infringing on another's r ights  i n  any way. 

No maps e x i s t  t h a t  show the  locations of land or streams open for  mineral exploration and 
mining. The ownership of land or claims i n  any given area can be determined i n  an approx- 
imate manner from records in the  Juneau, Anahorage, or College of f ices  of t h i s  9ivisions 
the exact location and s tatus  must be deterrxined by a careful search of the area,  The 
prospector nust look f o r  corner posts or monunents, signs,  and evidence of recent work. 
The diver who i s  s e r i o u s l ~ ~  planning t o  operate in Alaska will find fur ther  information i n  
Di.I&G Information Circular P!o. 1 , "Proper Claim Staking in Alaska", and Information Circular 

"Alaskan Prospecting Infornation. " 

Before excavating or  dredging work i s  undertake;? in a stream, not i f icat ion must be sent 
t o  the Comm'issioner o f  Fish and Gam?, Juneau, Alaska. He will  acknowjedgz such not i f i -  
cation and give instructions as t o  whether the  work nlay or may not continue anc! impose 
r e s t r i c t ions  t c  protect salmon and other f i sh .  

Before gold or  other minerals are mined or extracted, a mining 1 icense must be obtained 
from the S ta t e  Department of Revenue a t  Juneau. Prospecting permits o r  l i renses  a re  not 
required. 

illany of , the streams -in which underwater mining night be .feasible a re  not accessible by 
road. Flost Alaskan te r ra in  is  so wet or so f t  t ha t  even four-wheel-drive v e h ~ c l e s  can 
seldonl operate off the roads. The times of the f a l l  freezeup and the spring breakup vary 
throughout Alaska, b u t  n~ost Inter ior  Alaska r ivers  are  ice-covered from October t o  :lay. 

Assuming t h a t  a l l  d ive rs  who propose t o  operate i n  Alaska are proficient ,  we will  not 
attempt instruct ion on methods, equipment, safety,  e tc .  Detailed ar t i c l e s  on diving, 
underwater m i n i n g  equipment and methods, have been published by the California Division 
of Nines (June, 1960 issue of ilineral Infornlation Serv'ce) , and the Oregon Sta te  Depart- 
ment of Geology and ilineral Industries (kpri 1 , 196'2 i s s ~ e  of the Ore-Bin). 
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