Gwin Mine may reopen
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Legendary gold claim could again yield riches
If all goes according to plan, the historic Gwin Mine in Paloma will reopen, creating hundreds of jobs, revitalizing the mining industry in Calaveras County and making Joel Pitto a rich man.

Pitto, who has deep roots in the county, has been trying to put together a deal to sell his mine for many years, and he feels like he has finally found the right group of investors to make it happen.

He inherited a third of the mine from his mother, Helen, in 2002 and negotiated a deal to buy the other two-thirds of the mine from his brothers.

“For the past 10 years I’ve been living on the edge of poverty, holding onto the belief that the Gwin Mine was the real deal,” Pitto said.

A ribbon of quartz and gold veins known as the Mariposa Fault is what the Gwin Mine and many others along Highway 49 tap into – and untold riches have been taken from the Earth since the 1850s.

Originally known as the Rich Gulch Mine, it was purchased by California Senator William M. Gwin and his son, William Jr., in 1867. While in operation, the deepest mine shaft reached a depth of 2,800 feet and yielded millions in high quality gold.

“They were getting 230 ounces of gold a day,” Pitto said, adding the mine produced 1,000 cubic yards of ore per day. With today’s gold prices, that’s more than $400,000 per day, Pitto said.

During production, the Gwin Mine yielded about $6 million in gold and supplied a good livelihood for many Calaveras County residents. According to an inflation calculator, $6 million in 1908 is worth about $148 million today.

“The average production for the mine started at 100,000 ounces for every 900-feet of depth,” Pitto said. “The yield in these types of veins only increases with depth (according to experts).”

“It’s not an exaggeration to say it’s in the billion-dollar class of producers,” Pitto said.

The possibility of tapping into such a vast gold deposit piqued the interest of an international investment group.

Matthew Neher, chief executive officer for Greentech-Mining International, represents the investment group interested in purchasing the mine from Pitto. Neher has been tasked to locate and purchase three mines in the western United States and get production going as quickly as possible, and he’s been given a very substantial budget to do so.

The Gwin Mine doesn’t come cheap. Pitto is asking $8 million along with a 3 percent gross specimen royalty. Gold coming out of the mine is “jewelry grade,” Pitto said, adding larger nuggets embedded in quartz are worth 10 times the rate for an ounce of gold, which was about $1,750 per ounce Thursday.

Neher and three other men visited Calaveras County Dec. 6 to tour the 90-acre property surrounding the Gwin Mine and view historical documents and studies Pitto had collected that suggest the mine would be a good investment.

According to Pitto, Neher and others plan to bring a 67-foot trailer to the Gwin Mine next week featuring every piece of equipment needed to test the numerous pieces of quartz strewn around the site. If they like what they see, Pitto believes the sale will move forward quickly.

Pitto said the mine didn’t shut down in 1908 because the gold was gone. Rather, it ceased operating because of acally reduced the amount of water brought through a ditch system taken from the Mokelumne River 18 miles up the canyon. Hydro power ran the entire operation. Water was run from the top of a ridge down a steep hill to power the heavy equipment, Pitto said.

Once the drought was over, debt from the lack of productivity caused by the drought and a refusal of creditors to invest in a promising newly discovered ore body deep within the mine, caused a full shutdown.

Pumps were pulled, and 20 miles of underground tunnels along with chambers big enough to hold two Statues of Liberty on top of each other were soon filled with 110 million gallons of water, Pitto said.

If reopened, the mine could operate from 20 to 50 years before the gold-bearing vein is tapped out, Pitto continued.

The mine was supported by a framework of 10-by-12-inch old growth timbers. Pitto knows how much wood is sealed within the mine because he explored it using remote submersible cameras.

“There is 600,000 board feet of pressurized and rare timbers preserved within the mine,” Pitto said. “These logs are worth a lot. Wood that has been held under water for so many years is extremely valuable.”

If the investment group purchases the mine, modern pumps could drain the mine within 48 hours, however it will have to be done much more slowly, Pitto said.

“You must drain the mine slowly and carefully so you don’t have erosion and settling,” he said, adding a floating platform could be used for workers to support the mine’s walls with concrete as the water level slowly receded, which would make the process much safer for crews.

Neher estimated reopening the mine could cost between $20 and $50 million.

When asked what he would do with his newfound riches, Pitto was full of ideas.

First and foremost, he said his share would not be taken in cash – instead, Pitto wants to be paid in gold specimen, which is not taxed until he sells it.

“I would put mine in a vault and give tours,” he said.

Pitto said he plans to take care of his family, his community and himself, if the sale goes through. He will also pay off about $700,000 in debt he accrued in part by improving the Gwin Mine property and making it attractive to investors.

“I want to buy up the piece of property up above the Gwin Mine that has the view of the river and the Middle Bar Bridge,” Pitto said. “That’s where I would build a rather substantial final home for myself. I also intend to get a condo in Kauai and go live there for part of the year.”

“I’m getting old, and I want to enjoy the money.”

Pitto also intends to do “enormous good” within the community.

“I promised a church in San Andreas a lot of money,” he said. “I intend to make substantial improvements in Paloma, like improving roads that haven’t been paved in 100 years. I would like to help build that fire-rescue facility the town council has wished for and I want to help out the school districts.”

Neher said his corporation would also make a commitment to doing good in the town of Paloma and throughout the county if it decides to purchase the mine. An abundance of jobs would certainly be available.

“In the old days, there were 300 people per shift, three shifts a day, 24/7,” Pitto said. “I don’t expect we’ll need quite that many. Say we create 500 core jobs. The spinoff could create another 400 jobs. It could be bigger than 10 Wal-Marts. And the money would stay in America.”

According to Pitto, town meetings held in Paloma resulted in positive feedback from community members.

If the deal goes through, Pitto believes it could mark the catalyst for a resurgence of the mining industry in Calaveras County.

“If I could prove the county will do the permitting, the next guy will have faith to reopen the next mine,” Pitto said. “This county has so much mineral wealth. It could be like a new Saudi Arabia here, only with nicer people.”

“For both me and the county, it would be like being born again,” Pitto said. “It would be not quite as big as the Beatles or the second coming but certainly worthy of stories around the campfire for 100 years to come.”

To learn more, pick up a copy of the Las Calaveras article on the Gwin Mine located in the old courthouse on Main Street in San Andreas.

