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By Lisa M. Krieger
lkrieger@bayareanewsgroup.com

Thieves think that stolen 
cryptocurrency from duped 
consumers is the perfect crime 
— anonymous, secret and safe 
from seizure.

Erin West is proving them 
wrong.

In the past year, the Santa 
Clara County prosecutor and 
her team have recovered $2.5 
million worth of digital cur-
rency from scammed Bay Area 
residents, with about 75 investi-
gations still underway.

 SANTA CLARA COUNTY

Are you a victim of cryptocrime? 
Then Erin West wants to help you
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Prospector Kevin Bell of Sacramento pans for gold in Moore Creek near Buck Meadows on Tuesday. Winter storms sent 
water blasting through rocks in the Sierra Nevada, pushing expectations for gold discoveries to a high point.

By Lisa M. Krieger
lkrieger@ 
bayareanewsgroup.com

BUCK MEADOWS >> For 170 
years, the gold deposits 
along Sierra streambeds 
have been so poked and 
prodded that easy supplies 
of the precious metal have 
grown scarce and are a chal-
lenge to find.

This spring’s raging riv-
ers are regifting them.

“There it is!” said Kevin 
Bell of Sacramento, swirling 
a pan in the cold waters of 
Moore Creek, as glitter sud-
denly illuminated the inky 
black sand. A half bucket of 
material yielded 12 showy 
specks — nearly a tenth of 
a gram of gold, worth about 
$7 — about double the typ-
ical haul in previous years.

Prospectors call it “flood 
gold” — fine-sized flakes 
carried by alluvial waters 
and then deposited as flow 
recedes.

This w inter ’s hard 
and heavy storms caused 
strong bursts of erosion, 

with rain pounding rocks 
near the lode sources and 
rinsing gold downstream. 
Fierce springtime flows are 
churning up river bottoms, 
causing gold to be dredged 
from deep pockets and 
dense clays, where the big-
gest nuggets may hide. Riv-
ers are shifting gravel bars 
from one place to another. 
They’ve ripped out under-
growth, offering easier ac-

cess. During the drought, 
nothing moved.

“What happened this 
winter was magnificent,” 
said Kevin Hoagland, di-
rector of the Gold Prospec-
tors Association of America, 
which has over 50 claims on 
6,000 acres for membership 
use only.

“It takes a very significant 
event to move gold,” he said. 
“But this wasn’t a singular 

event. It was a succession of 
significant events.”

The news is swelling the 
ranks of amateur prospec-
tors, in step with the sky-
rocketing price of gold, 
which hit a near-record of 
more than $2,000 an ounce 
last week, up from $1,700 
last November.

“People from all over the 
world are coming in. There 
are languages I can’t even 
understand,” said Albert 
Fausel of Placerville Hard-
ware, founded in 1854 and 
the longest-running hard-
ware store west of the Mis-
sissippi.

“They’re buying pans, 
crevice tools, ‘snuffer bot-
tles,’ metal detectors, all the 
bare necessities,” he said. “I 
just sold a pair of gloves to a 
guy who wanted to keep his 
hands warm.”

Within persistent cool 
springtime conditions, 
many of California’s most 
storied rivers — such as the 
Yuba, American, Cosumnes, 
Tuolumne, Merced and 

BUCK MEADOWS

Gold flakes stand out among black sand as Kevin Bell pans for 
the precious metal along Moore Creek near Buck Meadows.

By Elissa Miolene
emiolene@bayareanewsgroup.com

After seven days out of the classroom, teachers 
in Oakland said Sunday they were closer than 
ever to ending the strike impacting 34,000 stu-
dents across the city — though their union was 
still in negotiations with the Oakland Unified 
School District that afternoon.

“We’re excited to potentially be reaching an 
agreement today, and to be back in the classroom 
with our students tomorrow,” Samia Khattab, a 
teacher librarian at Franklin Elementary School 
and a member of the Oakland Education Associ-
ation’s bargaining team, said Sunday.

Late Saturday night, the two sides announced 
they had agreed on four “common good” de-
mands, many of which had left the two sides 
gridlocked throughout last week. The district 
had argued the demands — which seek to ad-
dress racial equity, homelessness and environ-
mental justice for students — fell outside the 
scope of a union bargaining agreement. But on 
Saturday night, the union and the district agreed 
on four of those proposals relating to housing 
and transportation, a community schools grant, 
a Black Thriving Community Schools initiative, 
and school closures.

Union officials said teachers slept at their 
union office Saturday before getting back to ne-
gotiations Sunday morning. According to Khat-
tab, Sunday marked 20 days of work on the bar-
gaining process. She said she had spent so much 
time at the union office that she could count the 
number of hours she’d spent with her 9-year-old 
daughter on two hands.

“It’s been a really long night, and it continues 
to be a long morning,” Khattab said. “We have a 
lot of proposals still on the table, but we’re get-
ting closer and closer to many of those agree-
ments.”

It was not clear Sunday afternoon how close 
the district and the union were to reaching an 
agreement on the remaining demands, partic-
ularly related to compensation boosts for staff 
across the school system. Despite initial propos-
als from the districts stating teachers could see 
salaries rise by 22%, union representatives later 
said such information was misleading — and 
that those bumps were tied to increased work-
ing hours and left out the vast majority of school 
staff.

On Friday night, the district sent an email 

OAKLAND UNIFIED STRIKE

District, 
teachers 
nearer to  
agreement
With impasse broken on key 
issues, bargaining team member 
hopes classes could resume today

By Will McCarthy
wmccarthy@bayareanewsgroup.com

Emeryville’s Oaks Card Club 
has been in Cole Tibbets’ family 
for over a century. He has memo-
ries of coming into the card room 
as a kid with his dad, hearing sto-
ries about the guys who lived in 
the boarding house-style apart-
ments on the top floor. He’s now 
the manager, greeting regulars 
as they approach the front door, 
but he’s worked every job in the 
building.

“I learned to play poker be-
fore I knew how to read,” Tibbets 
said.“It was part of the fabric of 
my life growing up.”

The same is true for genera-
tions of Emeryville residents. In 
a city that’s now defined by retail 
outlets, biotech offices, Pixar stu-

dios and a Chevy’s Fresh Mex, the 
squat brick building on the cor-
ner of San Pablo Avenue now feels 
like the closest thing Emeryville, 
a tiny town of 12,000 wedged be-
tween Oakland and Berkeley, has 
to a cultural center.

Oaks is one of Emeryville’s 
largest and most stable employ-
ers and its single largest source 
of tax revenue. In a community 
founded as a sanctuary for exiled 
gamblers from other Bay Area cit-
ies, it is the last such establish-
ment in town.

“The card club may sit in con-
trast to retail outlets and new 
biotech companies,” said John 
Bauters, the mayor of Emeryville. 
“But it was here first. It’s a really 
important part of our cultural 
history.”

OAKS CARD CLUB

In a gentrified Bay Area, 
the former ‘Rottenest City’ 
fights to preserve its history

RAGING RIVERS REVIVE 
GOLD-PANNING SPOTS
Prospectors race to find ‘flood gold,’ fine-sized flakes carried by alluvial water
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Erin West, a Santa Clara County deputy district attorney, has  
emerged as one of the country’s experts in successfully recouping 
money swindled by cryptocriminals.

The prosecutor is using 
legal techniques to find, 
return swindled funds
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