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The night too quickly passes
And we are growing old,
So let us fill our glasses
And toast the Days of Gold;
When finds of wondrous treasure
Set all the South ablaze,
And you and I were faithful mates
All through the roaring days.

Henry Lawson, The Roaring Days, 1889



A
lthough the Australian Aboriginal must have found gold nuggets, being a stone-age culture and unable to smelter, the shiny metal held no attraction. It was only after the arrival of Europeans that humans in Australia took an interest, verging on a mental fever, in gold.
Rumours of gold in Australia were recorded from the first year of European settlement in Australia. JAMES DALEY was convicted in England in 1784 of an offence and sentenced to a term of 7 years deportation. He arrived on the First Fleet in 1788 at Botany Bay, NSW and in that year it is believed he claimed to have found a gold nugget but later withdrew his claim after enduring 150 lashes for refusing to say where he had it. Finds and rumours of finds continued for sixty years until gold was first officially discovered in Australia in 1851 at a waterhole forty kilometres north-west of Bathurst,[footnoteRef:1] NSW by EDWARD HARGRAVES who named the locality Ophir after the Biblical region legendary for its wealth. HARGRAVES reported his discovery to the authorities, was appointed a 'Commissioner of Land', and received a reward of £10,000 plus a life pension. This marked the beginning of the Australian gold rushes. NSW yielded 26.4 tonnes (850,000 oz.) of gold in 1852.  [1:  Approx. 200 km west of Sydney.] 

The Victorian authorities, aghast that their population would migrate to the gold fields in New South Wales, offered a reward of £200 for gold found within 200 miles of Melbourne. They were not disappointed: Six months after the NSW find, gold was discovered at Ballarat, and a short time later at Bendigo Creek. The fields in Victoria would yield even more than those in New South Wales.
Following the gold rushes of NSW and Victoria, gold deposits of significance were uncovered throughout Australia with the exception of South Australia. The first discoveries in other States were made in Western Australia in the early 1850s;[footnoteRef:2] Queensland in 1853; the Northern Territory in 1865; and Tasmania in 1877. [2:  The rich Kalgoorlie and Coolgardie fields located 550 km north-east of Perth were not found until the 1890s.] 

The discovery of gold in 1851 would lead to radical changes in Australian society and the country’s economic fortunes. In 1852 alone 370,000 immigrants arrived in Australia. The majority of these new arrivals were British but Americans, French, Italian, German, Polish, Hungarians and Chinese started to arrive, bringing not only their labour but a variety of skills and professions. Victoria contributed more than one third of the world's gold output in the 1850s and in just two years the State's population had grown from 77,000 to 540,000. Twenty years later Australia’s population had trebled to 1.7 million. The export of gold bullion provided funds for imports, stimulated business investment and local markets, and led to the construction of the first railways and telegraphs. Another effect of the Australian gold rush was to end transportation of convicts to Australia. Transportation merely provided a free passage and upon arrival there was little motive to work other than as a prospector!
[image: ]One of the most significant non-metallic events in the early days of the Australian gold rush was the Eureka Rebellion (1854) which was an organised revolt by gold miners at Eureka Lead in Ballarat, Victoria. The Battle of Eureka Stockade (3rd December 1854) resulted in the deaths of over thirty people. The miners objected to exorbitant mining costs including equipment and Miner's Licences, the lack of representation and the actions of the government and its agents (the police and military). The main result of the Rebellion was to provide further pressure for democracy in Australia.

T
he Perth Mint started in June 1899 as a branch of Britain’s Royal Mint. Rather than shipping gold to London and then distributing it back to the colonies as coin, the Royal Mint built a number of branch mints throughout the Empire in places where gold was found. The Perth Mint was one of these – built to refine gold mined in Western Australia and turn it into sovereigns.
When sovereigns were withdrawn from circulation in 1931, the Mint used its skills in the production of other coins, while still continuing to refine gold. It remained under British ownership until 1970 when control passed to the Western Australian Government who owns it to this day. It was formally renamed the ‘Perth Mint’. Gold Corporation was created under its own Act of Parliament (Gold Corporation Act 1987) to take over the operations of the Mint and launch Australia’s official bullion coin program. 

THE Australian Nugget proof gold coin was launched in 1986. The Australian Nugget bullion gold coin was launched in 1987 by Prime Minister BOB HAWKE just a few days after Easter in 1987 and it was reported that MR HAWKE wrote out a $1,236 personal cheque to secure a set of the new gold coins!
The launch marked Australia’s official entry into the international gold bullion coin market. The Perth Mint announced the nugget design ‘taps into the romance and nostalgia of the Australian gold rushes’ and the program celebrates ‘the resurgence of Australia as one of the top four gold producing countries’.
The obverse of the coins features the image of QUEEN ELIZABETH II. Surrounding the Queen’s portrait are the face value, the Queen’s name, and the word ‘AUSTRALIA’. The reverse of the coins features a notable Australian gold nugget designed by STUART DEVLIN. Surrounding the nugget is the date, the words ‘THE AUSTRALIAN NUGGET’, the weight and the purity. The mintmark is ‘P’ (‘Perth’). Gold nuggets featured on the reverse of the Australian Nugget gold coins until 1989 after which the coins featured kangaroos, wallaroos, wallabys and other designs. 

THE discovery of a large nugget always generates enormous public interest! What is a gold nugget? According to Museum Victoria (responsible for the State of Victoria's scientific and cultural collections):

Nuggets are large masses of gold found in soil and stream beds, known broadly as alluvial deposits….While there are several theories for the origin of nuggets, the evidence points conclusively to them coming from the gold-bearing quartz reefs. Many big alluvial nuggets contain lumps of quartz, or show imprints of quartz crystals enclosed by the gold as it crystallised in cavities in the reefs. Why large masses should suddenly crystallise is not completely understood. However, it has something to do with conditions in the surrounding rocks changing the solubility of gold in the warm water that had dissolved it in huge amounts and carried it up from deep in the crust.

Another origin theory is nuggets are formed by ‘cold welding’ of smaller particles in streams and rivers and gold's softness and the lack of an oxide surface layer to inhibit adhesion between gold flakes makes it prone to a form of welding under impact or hammering such as may be produced by waterfalls and in rapids. However geologists at the University of Bristol, School of Earth Sciences, announced in September 2011 that the entire world's gold ore came from outer space after mammoth meteorite showers lasting 200 million years battered the Earth more than four billion years ago. 
The common impurities in gold nuggets are silver and copper. Nuggets high in silver content constitute the alloy electrum which is believed to have been used in the first coins c.600 BC in Sardis, Lydia under the reign of ALYATTES II. Gold nuggets in Australia often are 23 carat or slightly higher. 

THE following twelve gold nuggets featured on the Australian Nugget gold coin series struck at the Perth Mint between 1986 and 1989.  So far this much is true. The discoveries of gold nuggets in Australia are events which fear and greed create a strong incentive to conceal, confuse and deny. The following stories are a tangled web of both fact and fiction.

Welcome Stranger Nugget (2284 oz.) features on the Australian Nugget $100 (one oz.) gold coins for the inaugural 1986 proof and 1987 bullion coins, and for the 1988 and 1989 bullion coins. The ‘Welcome Stranger’ is the largest alluvial gold nugget found in the world and was discovered by JOHN DEASON and RICHARD OATES, both Cornishmen, at Moliagul, Victoria in 1869 about 9 miles north-west of Dunolly. Not surprisingly their discovery sparked another gold rush to the area. An obelisk commemorating the discovery of the ‘Welcome Stranger’ was erected near the spot in 1897. The following is JOHN DEASON’S account of the find as detailed when he was 75 yrs old (November 23rd 1905):

IT was between 9 and 10am on the fifth of February 1869. I was at work picking the surface for puddling [clay-based liner for water channels] and put the pick in the ground and felt what I thought was a stone, the second blow struck in the same way and the third also. I scraped the ground with the pick and saw gold; then I cleared away further and right around the nugget. There was a stringy bark root going right across it and a small bit of gold stood up and the root of the stringy bark ran through this. I tried to prise the nugget up with the pick but the handle broke. I then got a crowbar and raised the nugget to the surface. It weighed nearly three hundred weight (4,300oz), at first there was much quartz with the gold. As the nugget lay in the ground, the solid piece of gold was underneath and it was deep in the ground but the top of the nugget was not more than 1" below the surface. The Welcome Stranger Nugget was about 18" long by 16" wide and about 16" deep. My mate, RICHARD OATES, was working a short distance below the puddling machine in his paddock and I send my son down to call him. When my mate came, I said, "What do you think of it Dick? It is worth about 5,000 pounds?" "Oh" he said "more like 2,000 pounds". 
We then got the dray and lifted the nugget into it and carted it down to my hut, which stood about 1 1/2 chain to the north of the old puddling machine. We took it out of the dray and put it in the fireplace, built a good fire on it and kept it burning for about 10 hours, leaving it cool for 2 hours, we sat up all night breaking it free from quartz. My wife, my mate and myself were the only persons who saw the nugget as it was first found. When it was cool we broke 70lbs. quartz away from it. Besides detached pieces of gold there was one solid piece of it that weighted 128 lbs. troy (1,536 oz.). This was on the bottom of the nugget as it lay on the ground. There was a great deal of loose gold when the quartz was broken off. The 70 lbs. of quartz broken away had course and fine gold through it. 
It was taken to MR. EDWARD UDEY'S battery close by and a load of other quartz with no gold in it was crushed with it and 60 oz. of smelted gold was obtained. Several small pieces of gold and quartz were broken off and given to friends after the burning. About 5 oz. of gold was given away and this has never been reckoned in with the weight of the nugget as sold to the bank. I still have a small piece of the gold, the only bit that is left (2-3 dwts [penny weight] now in the Melbourne National Museum). The total weight of the gold was over 200 lbs. troy (2,400 oz.) It was put in a calico bag and taken in MR. UDEY'S spring cart to the London Bank, Dunolly. My mate, MR. UDEY and I went with it. The gold was smelted and yielded 2,380 oz. of gold 23 carots fine. The bank paid us 9,583 pounds for it.

In 2011 the ‘Welcome Stranger’ nugget featured again on the Australian Nugget $100 (one oz.) gold proof coin to commemorate the 25th anniversary of the first Australian Nugget coins. The 1986 proof coin was sold by the mint for AUS $700; the 2011 proof coin was issued at AUS $ 2,345 and was later listed for sale on the Mint’s website in September 2011 at AUS 2,818.

Hand of Faith Nugget (875 troy oz.) features on the Australian Nugget $50 (half oz.) gold coins for the inaugural 1986 proof and 1987 bullion coins, and for the 1988 and 1989 bullion coins. The nugget was found behind the local church by KEVIN HILLIER using a metal detector near Kingower, Victoria on 26 September 1980. The gold nugget was only 12 inches below the surface, resting in a vertical position. The announcement of the discovery occurred at a press conference, attended by the Premier of Victoria DICK HAMER, in Melbourne on 8 October 1980. It was sold to the Golden Nugget Las Vegas, a casino in Las Vegas, Nevada, where it is on public display. It is still regarded as the largest modern nugget found by a metal detector, anywhere in the world. Dimensions are 47 cm × 20 cm × 9 cm. The sale price was supposedly around $US1m. 

Golden Eagle Nugget (1,136 troy oz.) features on the Australian Nugget $25 (quarter oz.) gold coins for the inaugural 1986 proof and 1987 bullion coins, and for the 1988 and 1989 bullion coins. The nugget was found in 1931 by sixteen year old JIM LARCOMBE at Widgiemooltha which is a now-abandoned town in Western Australia located 631 kilometres east of Perth between Kambalda and Norseman in the Goldfields-Esperance region of Western Australia. It is the largest found in the history of Western Australian goldfields. The find sparked a gold fever and shortly afterwards a thousand more men were working the fields. 

Little Hero Nugget (333 oz.) features on the Australian Nugget $15 (one-tenth oz.) gold coins for the inaugural 1986 proof and 1987 bullion coins, and for the 1988 and 1989 bullion coins. The Little Hero was the first of a series of large nuggets discovered near the town of Marble Bar in the Pilbara region of north-western Western Australia in 1890. It was found on a much travelled track where it had been ignored by hundreds of men who thought it was simply a piece of ironstone. The find, for prospector JACK DOYLE and his mates, was a happy ending to a story of treachery, an earlier discovery at Shark Gully having been lost to claim jumping by other prospectors.

Poseidon Nugget (860 troy oz.) features on the 1987 Australian Nugget $100 (one oz.) gold proof coin. The nugget was found in 1906 on Melbourne Cup Day at a depth of 25 cm at Tarnagulla in central Victoria, Australia 183 kilometres north-west of Melbourne and was named after the racehorse which won the Melbourne Cup. Dimensions: 39 x 26 x 10.5 cm. 

Bobby Dazzler Nugget (413 oz.) features on the 1987 Australian Nugget $50 (half oz.) gold proof coin. The nugget was found in 1899 by two Scottish miners working a shallow gold mine in the Pilbara area of Western Australia near Marble Bar.  The name passed from English into the Australian vernacular as meaning something excellent.

Father's Day Nugget [image: ](199 oz., 6190g) features on the 1987 Australian Nugget $25 (quarter oz.) gold proof coin. The nugget was found at Ophir, NSW in 1979.

Golden Aussie Nugget (200 oz.) features on the 1987 Australian Nugget $15 (one-tenth oz.) gold proof coin. The nugget was found in Western Australia by JACK BRAY in the year of his Golden Wedding Anniversary, 1980. 

Pride of Australia Nugget (256 oz.) features on the 1988 Australian Nugget $100 (one oz.) gold proof coin. This attractive nugget was found at Mosquito Gully near Wedderburn, Victoria by ROD STEED in June 1981 and is second only in size to the Hand of Faith amongst those nuggets found by metal detector. It was purchased for $250,000 by the State Bank of Victoria as a gift to the people of Victoria for the State’s 150th anniversary in 1985. It was displayed in the State Bank, then in the Museum of Victoria, until it was stolen in a smash and grab raid on its case in August 1991. Its fate is unknown.

Welcome Nugget (2218 troy oz.) features on the 1988 Australian Nugget $50 (half oz.) gold proof coin. The ‘Welcome’ was discovered at Bakery Hill, Ballarat by a group of twenty-two Cornish miners of the Red Hill Mining Company on the 15th of June 1858. It was located at a depth of 180 feet.  The finders had been among the first to introduce steam-driven machinery into the field at Ballarat. Roughly shaped like a horse's head, it measured around 49 cm long by 15 cm wide and 15 cm high, and had a roughly indented surface. Eclipsed by the discovery of the larger ‘Welcome Stranger’ eleven years later in 1869, it remains the second largest gold nugget ever found. The nugget was exhibited in Melbourne for many weeks and exhibited in the Crystal Palace in London. The Royal Mint bought it in November 1859 and minted gold sovereigns out of it.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Ruby Well Nugget (169 oz.) features on the 1988 Australian Nugget $25 (quarter oz.) gold proof coin. This nugget was discovered in 1913 by MICHAEL MURPHY on the Peak Hill to Wiluna stock route	about 800 km north-east of Perth in Western Australia.

Jubilee Nugget or Maitland Bar Nugget (345 oz.) features on the 1988 Australian Nugget $15 (one-tenth oz.) gold proof coin. This nugget was discovered in Hargraves, NSW in 1887 by a Chinese prospector.

Nearly all of the nuggets featured on this gold coin series have been melted down.

HOW well has BOB HAWKE’S gold investment performed? Assuming avoidance of a capital gains tax, a numismatic value = 0, and no transaction costs, the return may be calculated for Monday 12 September 2011 (gold ≈ $AUS 1,780/oz.) thus:

GPn = GP0 (1 + r)n

Where	GP0 = Purchase price of gold; GPn = Terminal price of gold; r = Annual average return of gold (%); n = Number of years gold held.

(1) $1,780 (1 + ½ + ¼ + 1/10) = $1,236 (1 + r)(2011-1987) 

(2) $3,293 = $1,236 (1 + r)24

(3) Solving, by trial and error, for r: r ≈ 4.17%. 

However over this period of time inflation in Australia has averaged 3.20% so BOB HAWKE’S gold investment has yielded a disappointing average annual return of 0.97%.
 
*****

Illustrations: (1) 1987 Australian Nugget $100 (one oz.) gold bullion coin; (2) The Eureka Flag - a dark blue field with a central white symmetric cross consisting five eight-pointed stars, representing the Crux constellation. The white cross behind the stars is a symbol of peace; (3) 1987 Australian Nugget $15 (one-tenth oz.) gold proof coin featuring the Golden Aussie Nugget.
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