
 
 
 
 

 
Equipment Used in Panning 
There are two basic tools that are needed for panning: a miner’s pan and 
shovel. Other helpful tools include a sturdy hook or spoon for scraping 
out cracks in bedrock, a magnet, a magnifying glass, a geologist’s pick, 
and containers to hold the gold. 
 
Where to Look for Gold 
The most common places to look for gold in rivers, streams, or creeks: 

 In front of or behind any large rock or ledge that protrudes in the water flow. 
 The inside bends of flowing bodies of water. The gold falls out of the fast water on the inside 

of the bend. 
 Read the body of the flowing water. Make an imaginary line from the upstream bend to the 

downstream bend. The area on the inside of the bend heading down stream and on that side of 
the imaginary line is where to look for gold.  

 Look for changes in the water flow. Look for water going from fast or quick to slow and 
meandering. That is called a drop out zone. Or calm water areas below rapids. 

 When reading the body of flowing water, always imagine it when it is flooded. That is when 
99% of the gold flows downstream. 

 
Gold Panning Instructions 

1) Pick an area you can sit comfortably. Water should be a minimum of six inches deep and 
flowing just enough to keep the dirty water away from your pan. A mild current is sufficient. 

2) Fill pan 3/4 full of gravel. Submerge just under the surface of the water.  
3) Firmly shake the pan back and forth and side to side several times.  
4) Change to a gentle circular motion. 
5) Pick out larger rocks. Make sure they are clean of clay and other materials first. Clay tends to 

grab onto the gold in the pan. 
6) Repeat steps 3 and 4 
7) With pan tilted slightly away from you, swirl the water from side to side. This will move the 

lighter gravel out over the edge of the pan. 
8) Repeat until there is only about two cups of material in the pan. 
9) Remove the pan from the water, leaving about an inch of water inside. 
10) Tilt pan slightly towards you and slowly swirl the water. Check for nuggets and pieces that can 

be picked out by hand. 
11) Submerge underwater again and repeat steps 7 and 8. 
12) A magnet can be used to aid in the separation of gold from the black magnetic sand 

concentrate* if using a plastic pan. Apply the magnet to the bottom of the pan and move it in 
small circular motions. This will separate out the gold**. 

 
* The darkest and heaviest materials are found at the bottom of the pan. They are purple and black 
sands and are usually minerals of the iron family. Gold is a bright and shiny metallic color. It stands 
out in contrast with the other materials at the bottom of the pan. 
** Gold is not magnetic. However, particles of gold can become trapped in the magnetic net of iron 
particles. These then clump together and attach to the magnet. 



How to Identify Gold 
Pyrite and yellow-colored mica are often mistaken for gold. Gold is very soft, heavy, insoluble in all 
acids except aqua regia (a mixture of hydrochloric acid and nitric acids), and can be hammered into 
thin sheets without shattering. Pyrite, known as fool’s gold, is harder than gold, relatively light, forms 
in small cubes, is brittle, and shatters when struck with a hammer. Mica is as soft as gold, is lighter 
than gold, forms in thin sheets or flakes that can be split into sheets, and can be smeared out with a 
fingernail or sharp object.  
 
Gold Facts 

 One cubic foot of gold weighs half a ton. 
 Because of their rarity, gold nuggets can be worth 3 or 4 times the value of the gold it contains. 
 Gold is the most malleable of all metals and can be hammered so thin that sunlight can shine 

through it. 
 A single ounce of gold can be drawn into a wire 50 to 60 miles long. 
 Two thirds of the world’s gold comes from South Africa. 
 Gold won’t tarnish, rust, or corrode. 
 Because gold is so soft it is seldom used in its pure form. 
 There is 10 billion tons of gold in the oceans, but no way to recover it. 
 About 128,000 tons of gold has been mined since the beginning of civilization. 
 There is roughly 49,000 tons of gold remaining in the earth that can be recovered. 

 
For more information 

N.W. Montana Gold Prospectors 
 PO Box 3242 
 Columbia Falls, MT 59912 
 http://www.nwmtgoldprospectors.com 
 
 Montana Bureau of Mines & Geology 
 Montana Tech 
 Butte, MT 59701 
 (406) 496-4167 
 
 Bureau of Land Management 
 Recreational Gold Prospecting On Public Land 
 http://www.blm.gov/mt/st/en/info/browse/gold_panning.html 
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