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Platinum group minerals (PGMs) are among my favorites – Physically and chemically 
tough species, resistant to acid attack, capable of surviving many miles of very rough 
travel down raging creeks. Did you know that if, god forbid, your house should burn 
down, the native platinum group nuggets in your collection will be among the only half 
dozen or so mineral species that survive to be sifted intact from the ashes? All your other 
minerals will either melt, burn, crack or crumble to dust. And did I mention RARE? 
Forget native gold – common as dirt, relatively speaking – I can find traces of mere gold 
in almost every river, all over the world. But the platinum group minerals (platinum, 
iridium, osmium, ruthenium, palladium, rhodium and their alloys) are really much harder 
to find than gold. And as for those mystical fools who believe in the healing energy of 
quartz and other crystals… Forget it; platinum is the only mineral with true mystical 
powers – Owning a handful of PGM nuggets magically turns even a wimpy geek like me 
into a macho man.

So, in my never-ending quest for more and rarer PGMs, I’m always on the lookout for 
new localities. The nuggets of platinum, osmium and ruthenium from the Trinity River in 
northern California are deservedly famous but, poring over the PGM references in 
Pemberton’s classic listing of the minerals of California, I was surprised and thrilled to 
see several rivers in the “Mother Lode” gold belt of central California also listed as 
platinum localities. So off I went to spend part of my summer vacation panning in the 
Merced River and its tributaries in Mariposa County. Results: gold, gold, gold, 
everywhere, nothing but crappy common gold; mostly micro flakes, a few bigger grains, 
and one little quarter-gram nugget. Not a single micro grain of platinum. Some heavy 
white metallic grains gave me a brief adrenaline high, but analysis proved them to be 
gold amalgam; abundant heavy grey metallic grains were lead, probably all bullet 
fragments. These were so ridiculously prolific that I’ve decided to stay indoors during 
hunting season. Where is all the platinum hiding? Obviously my feeble labors with the 
trowel and gold pan didn’t process anywhere near enough alluvium to find a platinum 
grain.

Later I was lamenting these discoveries, or rather lack of them, over a beer with an 
elderly friend who used to dredge for gold in that district on a larger scale, with a floating 
gasoline-powered suction dredge. He cheered me up considerably by telling me he had 
never thrown away his “black sands”, the heavy fraction of the alluvium, consisting 
mostly of magnetite, ilmenite, zircon, pyrite, radioactive minerals, etc. He had picked all 
the most easily visible gold grains and flakes out by hand with tweezers, and then tossed 
the leftover black sand into a barrel in the garage, hoping some day to be able to process 
it chemically to salvage any remaining microscopic gold dust. Over the course of three 
years of dredging, he had accumulated a whole 50-gallon drum of these heavy 



concentrates, but never gotten around to processing it for its invisible gold remnants. 
Now it had been taking up space in his garage for several years, too heavy to move, and 
he was happy to offer it to me for my PGM hunting project, if I’d share with him any 
possible financial gains from the sale of platinum grains.

We took a peek inside the old barrel. Things looked a little depressing in there. After 
years of sitting untouched, the black sand had gotten all caked together with rust. Where 
on earth had all that rust come from? Well, some of it may have come from iron leached 
from the barrel itself, or from decomposing pyrite grains in the sand, or decomposing iron 
trash in the sand. Either way, it would hinder our platinum recovery efforts, whether we 
used gravity methods, chemical methods, or just visual sorting. Reconcentrating the sand 
to sort out the PGMs was going to require cleaning it first, removing all those ocherous 
iron oxides. We decided to experiment with acids, digging out five pounds of sand and 
gently heating it on the kitchen stove in a stainless steel cooking pot with some dilute 
acid. (Warning to married men: if you wish to enjoy any degree of longevity, do not do 
this when your wife is at home.) But our experiment was inconclusive. As the wet 
mixture warmed up, the house filled with the most abominable fetid stink, as if a dozen 
faulty sewage treatment plants had somehow all simultaneously oozed their way up out 
of the plumbing into the kitchen. Our mild acid and chemically relatively inert alluvium 
couldn’t possibly be the cause of this stench, so what was going on?

A little investigation showed that the neighbor’s cats had been using the black sand barrel 
as a toilet, probably for years, and we had just succeeded in rehydrating what Nature had 
intended to remain dehydrated. That put an ignominous end to that particular phase of my 
platinum hunting enthusiasm. But I haven’t given up yet. If any of my readers happen to 
have a barrel of black sand laying around, and NO CATS, please get in touch!


