Pitt Lake Gold - Origins of a Legend

By Fred Braches

ince the late 18505, the era of the

gold rush, the legendary hidden

treasures of the mountainous

wilderness around Pitt Lake
have from time 1o time caughl the
public imagination. Onee nameless, these
mysterious riches have been known as
Slumach’s Lost Mine, Slumach's Gold,
Lost Creek Mine, Lost Mine, o Jackson's
Creck, Prospectors have looked for the
mine but many never returned. And still,
the search goes on.

Is there really a rich gold mine in
those mountains? There have always been
sceptics. Por instance Stanford Corey, an
experienced prospector who searched for
minerals in the area between Fitt Lake
and Squamish for many years, told an
interviewer in 1926 that he did not belicve
that & great strike in that region was likely." Nor do
the gealogists. The location of the mythical mine
remains elusive. Some believe that the gold is still
thens; some suggest that tight-lipped discoverers have
removed the gold and are enjoying a comfortable life.
What are the original sources of the stories about the
mysterious bonanza in Pitt Lake country that are stll
being told and retold by prospectors, treasure hunters,
old-timers, and journalists? From early newspaper
articles, it is possible to trace the early development
of the tales about the mythical mine and its legendary
discoverers.

The story of Pitt Lake gold begins in 1858, the
year of the Fraser Canyon Gold Rush when a number
of maps were published in San Frandisco 1o promote
the gold fields of British Columbia* Twoof these maps
show the words “gold” and "Indsan diggings” in the
country above Pitt Lake.* Another map from that time
shows the words “much geld beadng quartz rock”
on the north side of Pitt Lake, That is exactly from
where in 1669, an [ndian brought to New Westminster
“a good prospect of gold. . which he states he found
i a little stream on the north side of Pitt Lake," That
created “great excitemnent” in the city and parties sct
ol 1o find “the diggings.™

A new story appeared in 1903, when the
Vancowver Province reported that in 1902 an Indian
had exchanged gold dust for §1600 in bills in Mew
Westminster and retumed a few months later with
1800 in gold dust. Again he disappeared and
veturned, now with $1400, He would nut say where
b got it and attempts to follow him failed. Then the

dustration Claytan Gadsbn

Tnadian ook sick probably from exposure toinclement
weather in the mountains and a doctor told him be
ws going to die, The Indian told a relative the secret
source of his gold—a rich placer at Pitt Lake—and
described its location, giving the landmarks and
tracing a crude map of the locality, After he died, his
relative, who had no money, sought the assistance of
a white man. They were unable to find the place bul
the secret was out and “there have been expeditions
every year in an attempt to locate the mystericus
placer.™?

In 1906 vet another such expedition failed to
find the geld. The participants had information that
an old man had found some valuable placer ground
in the Pitt Lake country and had hidden a substantial
number of gold nuggets under a rock. Befone he died,
he Tt directions o the location of the treasure and the
placer ground. It was “a rough trip as the weather was
rainy, and sleeping out did not remind one of dreams
betwreen Dutch feather beds,™™

Mot until 1925 did stories about the gold of Firt
Lake again appear in the press. Astory in the Province
combined elements of the 1905 story about the [Indian
who found gold, becare ill, and died and the 1506
story about the old man's placer grounds and the gold
nuggets hidden under a rock. This time it was not
an Indian but & white man who played the part. The
stury related that for 24 years dozens of prospectors
had been locking in vain for “untold wealth®” in placer
gold somewhere back of Pitt Lake and a treasure
of placer gold washed from the gravel of the “lost
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mine" and buried under a rock by a prospector called
Shotwell. Shotwell came out of the Pitt Lake area in
the fall of 1901 and went to San Francisco where,
according to the records at the United States mint, he
depesited more than SBI00 in placer gold. But, like
the poor Indian in the 1904 story, Shotwell fell ill and
his physician told him that he had not long to live.
Before he died, the old prospector sent a letter toan
unnamed partner from his Alaska days, letting him
know that he had found *fabulous rich placer ground
in the mountains back of Pitt Lake” and hixd buried
a sack of gold "under a tent-shaped rock. ina valley
overloaked by three mountain peaks standing close
her” The letter gave directions to the “golden
cache” and the grounds that Shotwell had wirked.”
About that time Slumach's name was fest
mentioned in connection with Pitt Lake. Slumach
was an old Indian who was executed in 1891 for
the murder of a Louie Bee. In 1926, the Vancouver
journalist, Victor Harbord Harbord interviewed [ason
Allard, who had served as a court inferpreter at the
time of Slumach’s imprisonment in New Westminster.
According to Allard, Slumach and his brother were
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murderous outeasts. Harbord Harbord commented:
wSlumach died and with him died the secret of a
areat gold mine somewhere up in that wild Pitt Lake:
country. Had Mr. Allard only known that this prisoner
knew of its existence, he might have become a verys
wealthy man, for the murderes ... would undeubtedly
have fold him where it was."® Cbviously it was notS
Jason Allard, but the interviewer who made the
conpection between Slumach and the geld. [t mays
have been an idea that was direulating among the *oldS
Hmers” at thil tme,

With the exception of the story of the search fe
LA, "Volcanie” Brown, a colourful prospector wha
disappeared in the mountains of Pitt Lake in 1931%the
prisss was silent aboul the treasures of Pift Lake until
1934 In that year, Slumach became part of the Pitt
River gold legend in a pivotal article written by Jxk
Mahony whe interviewed pioneer Flugh Murray!®
sglummock” in Murray's story was a middle-aged
whali-breed Red River Indian” who was hanged i€
murdering anather halt-breed prospector by drowni g
9 conrse the real Slumach had no Red River origin
but was of Kateie ancestry, was not a hal{-breed, did




not kill Lowie Bee by
drowning—a gunshot
killed Ree— and wis nod
middle-aged but rather
an old man when he died
at the gallows. Hugh
Murray grew up in Port
Moody and was in his
thirties when Slumach
died and he must have
known better, This is,
tn use Mahony's wornds
“romantic ficion,” Both
Murray and Mahony
must have known that the
information was incornsct
and this was probably a
“repders bewane” signal
not to take everything in
the story as the truth—a signal mestly ignored.

Murray's “Slummock” prospected in the Pitt
Lake mountains for many years, struck it rich in the
late nineties, and frequently came to INew Wistminster
with “a well-filled ‘poke’ of nuggets,” spending his
money freely, but kecping its source a secret—just
as the Indian who came into New Westminster in
1902 with bags of gold dust. In the days of the real
Slumach's imprisonment there were unsubstantiated
rumaoitrs that in his lifetime he had killed other men.
Hugh Murray added a new dimension to this: "it
was believed but never proven, that he ['Slummeck’|
had drowned three of his [ndian *wives' near Siwash
Rock at the mouth of Pill Lake to prevent them trom
divulging the location [of his gold mine]" " That
last theme grew cut into gothic tales such as “The
Blucbeand of Lost Creck Mine™ ' and *The gold mine
murders of nine British Columbian women.” ™

It is unlikely that the elderly Slumach would
have painted the town red or even ventured oyt to
New Westrinster, That s why Mahony and Murray
presented “Slummock” as a middle-aged man,
still capable of looking for gold in the mountains
and showing up in town from Lime to time with
his reasures. Without the “nuggets,” the tale that
Slumach knew about a rich mine is clearly inacourate.
Only showing real gold would link him te gold
findings. Did Slumach really find the lost mine?
Hugh Murray claimed that Dr. Hall, 2 local physician,
visibed “Slummock” in his death cell trying to find out,
but “Slummock” went to his death “with the burning
question of the community unanswered.” Was there

e

ever a Slumach bonanza?

Hugh Murray also retold the 1925 story of
Shotwell, his rich placer gold findings and the cache
of goid under a tent-shaped rock. The role of Shotwell
was now taken by a John Jackson, a veteran Alaskan
prospector, who in 1903, hearing about the Slumach
legend (the word used in the article) set out for the
Pitt Lake area and returned three months later with
a very heavy pack-sack. Jackson deposited $8700 in
gold in the Bank of British Morth America in 5an
Franciseo—not the United States mint as Shotwell did.
Like the unnamed Indian and Shotwell in the previeass
stories, Jackson rever recovered from the hardships
of the search. When Jackson's doctor told him that the
end was near; he sent a letter and a map of the location
of the treasures to a friend in Seatile. That man was
called Shotwell. This Shotwell, being an old man and
not able to search for the gold himself, sold a share to
a fellow Seattle man who went to the Fitt Lake region
looking for [ackson's Creek "but returned without
success when the map became partially damaged.”
Ohers, including Murray, tried and tried again to find
*“Jackson's Creek” without sucoess, The damaged map
cannid have been of much use and Jackson's letter
was not much help either™

The 1939 article quotes Murray as saying that
his belief in the gold was strengthened by unspecified
additional evidence and he mentioned meeting “an
old Indian woman at the Indian camp at the head of
Pitt Lake [who| remembered Jackson staying with
them in 1903" with his very heavy pack that he would
not let out of sight. Did Hugh Murray need additional
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evidence? Had he ever doubted the existence of
Jackson's gold? Were Jackson, and Shotwell before
him, pethaps fabrications of imagination? Prospector
Stanford Corey said in 1926 that in the thirty years he
prospected there e had “not seen the marks of any
other person ever having entered the land.” ™

In summary, Jack Mahony's 1939 article is not
more than an assemblage of earlier fables about Titt
Lake gold with some minor changes. Here, for the first
time, Slumach is introduced as a component to the
legends, However, Mahony added to the reality of an
Indian who was hanged for murder such irresastible
elements as more murders, hidden geld and maidens.
These themes were absorbed and further developed
in the imaginative legends that followed in the press
over the next 75 years. The legendary Slumach was
accused of crimes the real Slumach never committed
and of discovering gold he may never have seen.
In many ways this Slumach is as much invented as
Jackson alias Shotwell. =
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Slumach, an ebderly man wha once ived in s Ratzle
settlement ab 1he south &nd of Bitt Labe is said to
have discovered ane of 16 richest bananzas in British
Columbia histony

Slurnach entered written history in September 1590,
when he kilbed o =Ratl-beesd" known as Louis Bee at

tha south arm of Alouette Fiver, then called Lillooet
“onigh, Bee was shot from the shore as he was sitting in
a canpe with *Seymour," a felbow fisherman, There were
no other witnesses 1o the murdar, and the motive ol

the murder remaing urkrewn. Slumach eluded capture
for several manths but, with winler appraaching,
sirrencerad o autharities. Efforts o shin that Slumach
acted in self-defense Failed, and so did edfforts e
pastpone the Erial untll the spring, spaculating that the
elderly man would die in captivity of natural causes

aryl would be spared capital punishment, Sumach was
sentenced 1o death and he was hanged in Januzny 1851,




