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  The product of a Black Hills dude ranch, noted historian Watson Parker earned his doctorate in Western American history from the University of Oklahoma in 1965 and penned Gold in the Black Hills the following year. He spent his career teaching at the University of Wisconsin–Oshkosh, tending to the ancestral ranch near Hill City, researching Black Hills history, and becoming one of the region’s most prolific authors.


  “Life in a Gold Rush Town,” taken from Gold in the Black Hills, provides what might be regarded as the definitive historical account of life the way it really was in the early years of Deadwood Gulch—hard work coupled with bad whiskey, bad breath, bad winters, mud that stuck to everything and everybody, hot baths, cold baths, dry vapor, sulphur, alcohol, and shower baths, all accompanied by the constant smell of wood smoke and the bone-chilling howl of Smokey Jones.


  Methodically researched, comprehensive, and simply presented, Parker’s work is generally regarded as the authority in its field. As the Journal of American History said of the work, “Every aspect of the rush is presented: the early propaganda that inspired it, the actual movement of population to that isolated clump of mountains in western South Dakota, relations with the Indians, early mining methods, social and political connections, and bandits and frontier justice.”


  
    Put away his pick and shovel,

    He will never prospect more;


    Death has sluiced him from his trouble,

    Panned him on the other shore.

  


  The tale of the men who came to the Hills, of the way they lived, and of the amusements with which they whiled away their idle hours is a fascinating one. Obviously, it is easier to read their story now than it was to live it then, but, all things considered, it was a rewarding experience.


  The first-comers were men, for few women and no “ladies” joined the rush to the early placer mines. Even Mrs. R. B. Fay, who arrived on the first coach to Deadwood, was referred to as “the first lady passenger,” a compliment which seems rather thoughtless inasmuch as there already was a well-patronized millinery shop in town. Nor were there many children in the Hills in comparison to the total population, judging by the small number attending the various schools.


  Photographs taken during the gold rush show bearded miners in profusion, and the first impression is that the rushers were older men. A closer look, however, reveals youthful eyes behind the whiskers, and well it might: the median age in Deadwood was thirty, five years less than that of the adult population in the United States at the time. The following table, derived from the roster of the Society of Black Hills Pioneers, tells the story:
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  Most of these men came from the East; nearly two-fifths were born in New York, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Illinois, and Kentucky. Another two-fifths were born in foreign countries, a proportion which far exceeded even that of the West as a whole where only 25 percent of the population in 1870 was foreign-born. Of course, many who came to the Hills had originally joined gold rushes to California, Nevada, Colorado, and Montana, but then turned eastward when the new Dakota mines were discovered. Two other groups were prominent in the rush: the Chinese and the Negroes. The former came to Deadwood in sufficient numbers to form their own Chinatown in the heart of the city, from which incense wafted over the whole gulch. The latter, although less cohesive, staged at least one large picnic, on August 2, 1879, in honor of the freedom earlier achieved by their race in Santo Domingo.


  [image: The prospect of gold led fortune-hunters to descend on the Black Hills in 1876. Muleskinners, madams, and merchants soon followed the “color.” (Photo courtesy of the Adams Museum, Deadwood, SD)]


  This heterogeneous aggregation soon developed a unifying spirit of co-operation and mutual responsibility. A few prospectors were secretive and suspicious, keeping all knowledge of new discoveries to themselves. Most, however, shared good news and anything else they had, even with total strangers. The campfire was free to everyone, for the miners understood that in a new land hospitality was a virtue upon which all might one day need to call. In addition, strangers brought news and made good company for isolated miners tired of faithful friends and faces. At any rate, the generous hospitality of the miner was proverbial. To be on hand at mealtime assured an invitation, and to arrive in camp at dusk always meant that there would be a place to sleep in the tent or cabin.
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  The miners’ friendliness is generally said to have been equaled by their honesty, but the latter virtue was represented more by tradition than by the actual conditions. Nevertheless, custom dictated that a miner’s claim, his tools, and his gold were inviolable, as safe when he went to town as if he had remained to watch them. Furthermore, most of the miners were well armed and did not hesitate to shoot in defense of their property. In the early days of the rush personal law enforcement probably prevented many petty crimes. Unfortunately, as the rush progressed, the prospectors were joined by camp followers who would pick up anything not solidly attached to bedrock. “Not even a bucket, brush, broom, strap, halter, or, in fact, any small article,” grumbled the Black Hills Pioneer, was safe outside after dark. One woman complained that a thief had removed three joints of pipe from her stove and would have taken the stove, too, if it had not been too hot to handle. These petty crimes increased as the early community spirit of the placers gave way to the more business-like attitude of the hard-rock miners. Nevertheless, a tradition of “frontier honesty” persisted until the railroads came in the 1880’s, even though the prudent did not rely upon it very heavily.


  Isolated male groups doing essentially the same work tend to develop their own slang and their own catchwords, remarks which by continued use are accepted as meaningful in the most unexpected contexts. Such a phrase was “Whoa, Emma!” It was vague enough to be available for general use and yet capable of inflections suited to every need. The uninitiated may have supposed it to be somehow connected with the “Emma Mine” swindle, and thus both topical and appropriate during a mining boom. Actually it seems to have been derived from the lines “0 day, the fairest one that ever rose,/Period and end of anxious Emma’s woes,” by the seventeenth-century English poet Matthew Prior.


  Another common phrase of Deadwood Gulch was the cry “Oh, Joe!” which would start after supper at the head of the valley and work its way from tent to tent. It gathered volume as additional voices swelled the chorus, until it echoed away in the rocks and rubble beyond the farthest camp. The call was said to have originated in the piteous cries of a drunken prospector who fell into a hole one evening and spent the night fruitlessly bellowing for assistance.


  To lugubrious calls for “Joe” was often added the plaintive, penetrating lone-wolf howl of Smokey Jones. His was a sound calculated to raise the hackles, chill the blood, and undo the resolution of even the bravest miner. It was dearly loved by all. Jones one day made his pile in the mines and departed for the East. Several months later he came back again, a shaved and polished stranger who passed unrecognized amongst his dearest friends until one night at the Gem Theater where he joined in the applause by giving his old, familiar howl. Great was the miners’ rejoicing—Smokey Jones was back again!


  An aspect of Western talk which strangers found amusing was the indiscriminate bestowal of military and judicial titles. Among 1,500 names in the Pierre directory, for example, there were 800 colonels, approximately 200 majors and judges, and a liberal sprinkling of captains. “Professor,” however, seems to have been reserved for school and music teachers and men who “played piano” in theaters and bars.


  When introduced to one of these titled luminaries, the proper salutation was always, “Howdy.” If a new acquaintance proved a good fellow, one said he was “a white man, yes sir,” with heavy emphasis on the final word. If he possessed learning, he was said to be a “sharp,” as in “rock sharp” for an assayer or geologist, or “gospel sharp” for a minister. When death dissolved a friendship, the departed was said to have “gone up the flume.” An epitaph like the one at the beginning of this chapter might be rudely hand-carved on a headboard, and pious hopes expressed that everything would “pan out all right” for him in “the big diggings up the crick.”


  Room and board offered a staple topic for conversation or doggerel:


  
    The beefsteak is of leather,


    And the pies are made of tin;


    The bread you could not cut it with a sword,

    The butter wears side-whiskers,

    The coffee’s very thin,

    In the little, one-horse hash-house where I board.

  


  The best quality board cost as much as $14 a week, but thrift miners “batching” in a mess of five or six could eat for half that amount if they could stand their own cooking. Flour cost about $10 for one hundred pounds (although it once soared to $60 during a winter shortage), bacon approximately twenty-five cents a pound, butter, forty cents, eggs, thirty-five cents or more per dozen, depending upon supply. Two- and three-room cabins rented for $25 to $40 a month—but many men built their own of logs, brush, and canvas. An astonishing decorative feature was the brightly printed calico that the miners used for wallpaper. It fitted nicely over the rough logs and gave the cabins a cheerful look. George Stokes sold thousands of yards of it from his clothing store in Deadwood and astonished his wholesaler, who wondered how so few women could use so much cloth.


  The first hotel in Deadwood was Charles H. Wagner’s Grand Central. Here a traveler could get a rude bunk or space on the floor for his blankets at $1.00 a night. Wagner’s board, fortunately, was much better than his beds for he had secured the services of “Aunt Lou” Marshbanks, a highly talented colored woman, and his table was justly famous. As the hotels improved, prices rose from $2.00 to $4.00 a day. Ordinary dining rooms and restaurants issued tickets good for a week’s fare for about $10. Such places also acted as hotels, for the “meal tickets” often included the dubious privilege of sleeping on the floor of the establishment.


  The comfort of a warm meal and a dry bed were especially appreciated during the gold rush, for the weather then was colder and wetter than at present. November, 1876, saw a heavy snow, and the editor of the Cheyenne Daily Leader mentioned that he was able to heat his office by burning the manuscripts he received from local poets about the “snow, beautiful snow.” In October, 1877, Deadwood had a two-foot snowfall. The following spring a memorable five-day storm left seven feet of “the beautiful,” as it was called, on the ground. Many roofs collapsed, and not surprisingly, for a platform scale used to weigh hay wagons registered 3,165 pounds of snow. When winds came up at the end of the storm, the snow was whipped into twenty-foot drifts, which later melted and resulted in severe flooding. The next month a second flood, caused by four days of steady rain, washed out placer workings, ruined roads, and filled up mines. A week later the weather turned cold again, and nearby Rapid City was blanketed with still another three feet of snow. Often these storms were followed by a chinook, a warm, southerly wind which could raise sub-zero temperatures fifty degrees in an hour or two and turn the ice to slush and mud.


  Deadwood mud, moreover, was not ordinary mud, but “of a rich quality, its adhesive properties rare, its depth unfathomable, its color indefinable, its extent illimitable, and its usefulness unknown.” Six and eight mules to the wagon could scarcely navigate through this Stygian liquid, which daubed the animals to their ears and completely disguised their color. Pedestrians waded through the tenacious muck and bellowed long, generous, liberal curses at the teamsters who had splashed them, the roadside buildings which blocked the drainage, and the fate which had brought them all to Deadwood. The streets continued in liquid condition most of the year for winter snows gave way to spring and summer rains. The local habit of throwing garbage into the street and the contributions made by passing livestock did little to make the slime more attractive.


  The stinking mud and general lack of sanitation attracted swarms of flies. These, however, were common everywhere and were usually ignored. Lice, on the other hand, received more attention, for miners considered their presence a disgrace. One bullwhacker said that he had been plagued continuously by these pests for six years and still had not got used to them. Most of the men were more fastidious and boiled their clothes, applied “blue ointment” (Unguentum Hydrargyri), and tried to keep their shanties clean. One of the main exceptions to frontier hospitality was the hostility shown the lousy visitor, though usually his condition did not become apparent until the damage had been done.


  The miner who found himself afflicted with lice or, indeed, almost any disease could resort to the Deadwood Bath House. This establishment advertised “hot baths, cold baths, dry vapor, sulphur, alcohol, and shower baths,” and in smaller type discreetly mentioned “private disease, sure cure or no pay.” One wonders what heroic treatments made possible such a guarantee.


  If the bathhouse failed, the sufferer could always turn to Swayne’s Tar and Sarsaparilla Pills, which were offered as a patent cure for “headache, constipated bowels, inward piles, costiveness, fevers, torpid liver, yellowness of skin and eyes, indigestion, dyspepsia, and all derangements of the internal viscera,” a comprehensive catalog of the ills then prevalent. The advertisement for this panacea made clear that “unlike many other purgatives they [the pills] do not irritate the stomach and bowels,” but keep “the system in . . . healthy condition by arousing (sic) the torpid liver to healthy action in expelling by the bowels and kidneys the matter that poisons the foundations of life.” A thorough dose of Swayne’s Pills must have been quite an experience.


  Weakened by hard work, poor food, and patent medicines, the miners fell easy victims to the smallpox which broke out during the summer of 1876. By August new cases were reported every day. The women of Deadwood organized a committee to care for the destitute sick and ably solicited donations for this good cause. The city government built a smallpox hospital, or pest house, in which to quarantine the patients. Fortunately the disease was in a mild form, and the epidemic was over before its presence could discourage immigration to the Hills.


  Having discussed the way in which men lived, let us now look at the way they earned their living. Not all were fortunate enough to find a paying mine; most had to work for others or go into business for themselves. Wages for skilled miners varied from $4.00 to $7.00 a day, and since only half a dozen men could work efficiently at the average placer operation, the owners generally preferred to pay high wages and get the best men available. Inexperienced miners, when they could get work at all, received from $1.00 to $3.00 a day and board. Jobs were scarce and probably not more than one-third of the men in Deadwood were permanently employed.


  The unemployed pilgrim could find a number of things to do. Often his friends supported him in idleness, for an extra hand was always useful, if only to go along with each new stampede to stake out claims for his busier companions. Hunting, too, was a pleasant avocation which supplied food for one’s friends, and often an income, for the successful usually sold their game to restaurants or to other miners. In a last extremity a man could always beg like “Swill Barrel Jimmy,” who affected a shabby frock coat and a clean paper collar, but was supported by the generosity of Main Street restaurants which gave him leftovers and tablescraps. An enterprising man could go into business on his own, like the “Bottle Fiend” whose shack was surrounded by tubs and barrels of empty bottles which he offered for sale.


  Whatever the transaction, gold dust was the medium of exchange. It could be converted to greenbacks only at a discount. Gold dust commanded a higher price than bills of exchange, for it was assumed to be worth $20 an ounce, when actually the price of even refined gold was considerably less. Local merchants of course compensated for the artificially high price of gold dust by charging correspondingly high prices for their goods. Lastly, making a purchase with “dust” was a good way to impress visitors with the wealth and gold production of the Hills.


  Gold scales and a “blower,” or shallow tin pan in which sand and trash could be blown out of the dust, were essential business equipment. The scale was only used for major transactions, because a practiced clerk or bartender could pick up an accurate fifty cents’ worth of gold dust between his thumb and forefinger. Some of the dust generally spilled, so the thoughtful put a small square of carpeting under the scales and blower to catch it. After a good day’s business this “side money” might amount to as much as a ten dollar addition to a bartender’s salary.


  The gold, once collected and taken to the bank, was shipped to New York where it sold for $17.50 per ounce, less 1½ percent for stage- and rail-transportation charges. In the summer of 1877 the Deadwood merchants agreed among themselves to reduce the price of gold dust from $20 to $18 an ounce, but the uproar made by the miners forced a return to the old rate. By the summer of 1879, however, a more business-like arrangement was accepted, with gold valued according to its source: Deadwood dust brought $17.10 per ounce, and the purer product from Rapid and Castle creeks brought $18.25.


  The first bank in Deadwood, managed by J. M. Wood, dealt mainly in gold, exchanging it for greenbacks at a discount of 10 per cent, or storing it in a safe at a charge of 1 per cent a month. One tenderfoot arrived in camp with his money tied up in Wells Fargo certificates—the predecessors of modern traveler’s checks—and changed them at the bank for gold dust for a 5 per cent charge. Leaving the Hills a week later and wanting his assets in more portable form, he had to buy back the same certificates at another discount.


  Transactions like these quickly brought in competing bankers and correspondingly lowered charges. There was still profit enough for all, for banking business often exceeded $100,000 a day. The price paid for gold was based on the New York market, less a profit of $2 an ounce when the gold was “coined” and credited to the bank’s account. As hard-rock mills increased in number, dust gradually gave way to gold bars about 1 by 2½ by 8 inches in size and worth approximately $3,000 each. Jovial bankers often told small children that they could have one if they could lift it off the table, but the sloping sides of the bars made this feat impossible.


  When the town board of Deadwood took a business census in September, 1876, the list revealed twenty-seven saloons, twenty-one groceries, fourteen gambling houses, and eleven haberdasheries, out of a total of 166 establishments. Also, there were five peanut-roasters and one soda-water plant. Surprisingly, butter was big business. One retailer sold eighteen tons of it in three months. Eggs, too, were a promising speculation. The Gardner brothers brought in several thousand from Yankton during the winter of 1876. They were individually wrapped in paper and then packed in barrels of oats. The barrels were stacked in wagons, and the interstices between them filled with more oats to protect the cargo from breakage and freezing. The Gardners’ wagon train consisted of thirty wagons, twelve of which carried lumber and the rest eggs, flour, pork, and butter. Cigars also came in by the wagonload, but the Pioneer deplored the growing sale of deleterious and effeminate cigarettes which were then just becoming popular.


  Charles Sasse and Jacob Shoudy started a butcher shop early in the spring of 1876 when they bought a few crippled oxen that could not make the trip back to the states. They quickly built up a thriving meat and ranching business. Trade was brisk in horses, too. The villainous Charley “Red” Clark, who helped promote a stampede to the Wolf Mountains in 1876 in order to sell his excess stock, ran one stable. Wes Travis ran another. The latter advertised his merchandise by riding up and down the streets on a bucking, pitching bronco, ending up at his own corral, where he often sold his gentler animals to customers attracted by the performance.


  “Corners” on various commodities were a common way to lose friends and make money. Jim Wardner, a notorious speculator, bought up all the grain in town during the summer of 1879 and hoped to make a killing during the winter. His warehouse, unfortunately, burned to the ground during the great Deadwood Fire. He recouped his losses by speculating in fresh eggs which he bought in Iowa for $4.50 a case and sold in Deadwood for $15. “Coal Oil Johnny” Spencer cornered the kerosene market and tripled the price to $3.75 a gallon. His customers complained, but paid. Perhaps it was this sort of commercial practice, as well as the prospect of mining litigation, that attracted over fifty lawyers to Deadwood. Even so, there was not enough business for all of them, and many had to find other jobs. One lawyer, for example, dealt faro at the Melodeon, and another worked the windlass on a nearby mining claim.


  Once the gold rusher had established himself in his mine, job, or business, he began to look around for entertainment. Depending on how hard he searched, he could find almost anything he wanted, from the coarsest saloons and bawdy houses to libraries and literary societies.


  The most popular institution of entertainment, sociability, and refreshment was the saloon. It was, of course, totally illegal, for until 1877 the Hills were part of an Indian reservation where liquor technically was outlawed. One malefactor, Fritz Drogmund, was actually convicted and punished for having sold it. His example, however, did not deter other bartenders, who were ever willing to risk fines in order to provide the miners with cooling and sustaining beverages. It was a great relief to all when in June, 1876, the U.S. commissioner in charge of enforcing the law decided that it was all right to bring liquor onto the reservation, just as long as none of it was sold to the Indians.


  The first saloon in Deadwood was run by Ike Brown, who also owned the adjoining grocery store. Across both buildings he put a sign “Zion’s Cooperative Mercantile Institution,” indicating that he adhered, at least in part, to Mormon principles. Other saloons quickly followed, until by July, 1877, there were seventy-five in town. Their managers, if not already corrupt, rapidly became so, and practiced every skullduggery they could devise for the rapid separation of the miner and his money. The drunk who ordered “drinks for the house” without the dust to pay for them found himself in the street, unless he could persuade the bartender to accept a watch, overcoat, or other valuables instead of money. Instances of such transactions were fairly frequent; ill-disposed persons have even claimed that some of the bartenders accepted goods worth more than the bill and even encouraged their customers in their riotous extravagance.


  Coexisting with the saloon was the gambling house. Most of the professional gamblers put on a good, raucous show, like the white-haired old fellow who urged “Come on up, boys, and put your money down—everybody beats the old man—the girls all beat the old man—the boys all beat the old man—everybody beats the old man—forty years a gambler—the old fool—everybody beats the old man—put your money down, boys, and beat the old man.” He was not as big a fool as he pretended for he usually ended up with all the money.


  Women, too, acted as dealers at many of the gaming tables, “and more resembled incarnate fiends than did their vulture-like male associates.” Most of the miners preferred to play with men, for “the women were generally old and unscrupulous hands whose female subtlety made them paramount in all the devices of cheating and theft.” Most of the gambling games were said to be honest, but from the popularity of faro, a game at which the dealer has practically no percentage if honestly played, it seems unlikely.”


  The man who did not spend his money on liquor or lose it gambling often managed to spend it on loose women. Dance halls, known as “hurdy-gurdy houses,” soon sprang up to provide this opportunity. The first dance hall opened on May 1, 1876, with only the proprietor’s wife and daughter to entertain its customers, but it soon added six more women of more questionable virtue. Within the month two more dance halls were available, and these were quickly joined by variety theaters wherein a customer might be entertained by the woman of his choice in the clandestine privacy of a curtained box.


  The most notorious of the dance-hall proprietors was Al Swearingen, owner of the Gem Theater. He first established himself in Custer, but then moved with the miners to the riper fields of Deadwood Gulch. Swearingen made frequent trips to the East to recruit young women for his business, promising them respectable employment as “waiter girls” or actresses, only to force them into an abandoned life of shame when they reached Deadwood. An ordinary night’s business at the Gem amounted to $5,000, and on occasion reached twice that figure, yet Swearingen died broke, killed in Denver while trying to hitch a ride on a freight train. The Gem, however, “continued to the end in maintaining its notorious record as a defiler of youth, a destroyer of homes, and a veritable abomination.”


  To keep order in places like the Gem, the Deadwood Daily Times proposed a monthly “fine or license fee” which would not only replenish the city treasury, but would have “a most salutary effect in driving women of the street out of town or into the house of a responsible madame.” These establishments were generally in the news. In one, for example, a woman named “Tricksie” was beaten by her lover. She snatched up a pistol and shot him, the bullet passing through his head behind the eyes. Fortunately, there were no brains, at least in that section of his skull, and he recovered in a few weeks.


  Another Deadwood girl had a specially embroidered dress, ornamented with the brands and initials of her admirers. Some of the initials caressed her shoulders and ample bosom, some occupied only outlying portions of this novel garment, while others were so placed as to be frequently sat upon. As her affection for each lover dictated where she placed his mark, a man could tell at a glance just what she thought of his attentions.


  Many of these gay ladies were well known in town. Judge Granville Bennett gravely tipped his hat as he passed them, saying, from the eminence of his magisterial dignity, “I can afford to.” Mrs. Bennett did her best to reform some of the less willing victims of a life of sin, and in this noble work she was assisted by a few kindhearted madames. Some successes were obtained, for as one madame said, “some girls just don’t make good prostitutes.” Other citizens pretended to ignore this seamy side of Deadwood’s social life as beneath their notice.


  The poor girls who remained in the business did not last long. Within two or three years drink, drugs, crime, and disease removed them from their supposedly glamorous life. Many deaths reported in the newspaper as pneumonia or fever were actually due to laudanum or a lover’s bullet. Only a few of the facts, however, seeped through to plague the conscience of the town. The deaths of Emma Worth, from an overdose of morphine, or of Katie Smith, madame of the Hidden Treasure Number Two, from the same cause, made only a ripple on the surface of Deadwood’s so-called high society.


  The forces of morality gradually prevailed. “Colorado Charley” Utter was brought before the district court in 1879 on a charge of keeping a “nuisance” in Lead City. One witness, disposed to describe in detail the cancan dance which one of Utter’s girls performed, was quickly silenced by the judge. It did not matter, said his honor, just how high the poor girl kicked—the main point was that Utter’s house permitted gambling, drinking, boisterous talk, and men and women “herding together like animals.” Without further qualification he declared it a nuisance which ought to be closed.


  Years later the good people of South Dakota prohibited the sale of spirituous liquors in their state, and the once-thriving dens of immorality faded one by one. Young Carl Leedy, meeting the proprietress of one of Rapid City’s leading houses, asked her if she planned to reopen her establishment. “Kid,” she replied succinctly, “you can’t run a sporting house on creek water!”


  The theater, except when debased by the addition of bars, gambling, and wild women, as in the Gem and other “variety” houses, provided more cultivated entertainment. The leading actor in the Hills was Jack Langrishe, who came to Deadwood with his troupe in July, 1876. He quickly built a theater, roofed it with slats and canvas, and opened it for business. Seats consisted of stakes driven into the ground and topped with pieces of board. Admission to the first performance, Brownson Howard’s Banker’s Daughter, cost $1.50. A violent thunderstorm poured water through the makeshift roof and drenched players and audience alike, but did not stop the show. Whenever business was slack, Langrishe wrote for the Pioneer or panned gold from his own placer claim. He stayed in town through many vicissitudes until September 2, 1879. While in Deadwood he and his competitors presented a total of 168 plays, one-half of which were drama, the rest comedies and a few light operas.


  Not even the melodrama of the 1870’s could equal the dramatic impact of one performance at the Melodeon. “Handsome Banjo Dick” Brown and his partner, Fanny Garrettson, were in the midst of their act when a dim figure staggered to the footlights, muttered incoherently, and hurled an ax upon the stage. Brown coolly drew his pistol and shot the attacker dead. He was found to be Ed Shaunessey of Laramie, Miss Garrettson’s discarded lover, who had come to Deadwood with the hope of regaining her affections. Miss Garrettson, or, as she then styled herself, Mrs. Brown, wrote to the papers to stifle a malicious rumor that she had once been Shaunessey’s wife. This, she said, was totally untrue, for though she had lived with him for three years, they had never married, and so there was nothing immoral about her having run away with Mr. Brown.


  Historians have frequently used a reputed 130-day run of the Mikado in Deadwood as evidence of culture on the mining frontier. Since the Gem could seat five hundred customers, such a phenomenal performance assumes that every person in the Hills attended between three and four times. Actually, the Mikado was not written until 1885, and the whole story is based on a brief description in Estelline Bennett’s Old Deadwood Days. The Gem really did put on a series of Gilbert and Sullivan burlesques in 1887, but the costumes, or lack thereof, were apparently the main attraction.


  Sundays were the miners’ shopping days. As many as three thousand ragged, unwashed, and boisterous men and women crowded into Deadwood’s narrow, muddy main street, eager for excitement. All stores remained open (the saloons never closed), and only a curb-side preacher or two and a few onlookers served to remind passers-by of the true nature of the day.


  Other than Sundays, the first great celebration in the Hills (was) the Fourth of July, 1876. The miners wanted to have a holiday for their own enjoyment, and in addition wished to show their numbers, patriotism, and prosperity in order that the federal government might extend recognition and protection from the hostile Indians. Beginning at midnight, July 3, the miners patriotically fired one hundred cannon salutes. A tall liberty pole gaily flaunted an assortment of rags made from garments of “mystical sublimity,” donated by the ladies of the city. Judge W. L. Kuykendall presided over the oratorical effusions, which included the reading of the Declaration of Independence by General A. R. Z. Dawson, the federal revenue collector, and the presentation of a petition asking Congress for help and protection. Montana City and Elizabethtown, down the gulch, had their own celebrations. The day was concluded with a Grand Ball at the Grand Central Hotel.


  The local newspaper was one of the most effective means of spreading culture and decorum on the mining frontier. Most of the early papers were founded in the hope that publication of mining-claim notices would provide a steady income, for federal law required such publication. The miners, however, blithely ignored this technicality and worked their mines with no legal assistance other than the approval of their neighbors. The papers had also hoped that the publication of notices for corporations, towns, and counties would keep them going, but this business, too, either failed to materialize or was dissipated among competitors without profiting anyone in particular.


  A weekly edition of the Cheyenne Daily Leader was the first paper issued specifically for the Hills. It began printing news from the mines on May 1, 1876, under startling headlines such as: “Nuggets of News from the Ledges and Gulches,” or “Golden Breezes Wafted Southward from the Treasure Vaults.”


  At least four efforts were made to start a paper in Custer. Around March 1, 1876, two “blacksmiths” (heavy-handed, incompetent printers) left Cheyenne to go into the business, but were evidently unsuccessful. A week later printers W. A. Laughlin and A. W. Merrick arrived in Custer, but decided to go on to Deadwood when Captain C. V. Gardner offered to finance the move. James Thorn brought a press from Nebraska City, Nebraska, only to abandon his editorial efforts at Cheyenne. The Custer Herald, edited by J. S. Bartholomew, began publication in October, but, as previously mentioned, eventually moved northward to Central City. Lastly, the Custer Chronicle, which continues to the present, was begun early in 1880.


  In Deadwood, the Black Hills Pioneer, which was first issued on June 8, 1876, soon ran into difficulties. A shortage of newsprint forced it to print some issues on wrapping paper and various shades of handbill stock. A competitor, the Black Hills Daily Times, edited by W. P. Newhard and Porter Warner, appeared April 7, 1877. In 1897 it merged with the Pioneer, forming the paper which still serves the community. Charles Collins, the Sioux City editor who had done so much to publicize the Hills, came to Deadwood and on June 2, 1877, started the Black Hills Champion. In the fall the Deadwood Miner appeared briefly, followed in the spring of 1878 by Captain Gardner’s Mining and Real Estate Journal.


  Neighboring towns, too, had their journals. The Black Hills Tribune, published in Crook City by X. S. Burke, appeared once, June 9, 1876, but was never heard from again. In Carbonate Camp, a new silver town northwest of Deadwood, the Carbonate Reporter had boomed and collapsed by the end of 1881. Bartholomew’s Central City Herald was joined by the Register in 1878, and in 1879 by the Reverend B. Fay Mills’ Central Christian, which the Deadwood Times described as “editorially well gotten up, but typographically . . . awful.” In Lead the Sunday Register, Lead City Telegraph, and Western Enterprise competed with each other for the meager news of


  

  

  

  

  

  

  ABOUT THE EDITOR


  Tom Griffith is a fourth-generation South Dakotan who studied literature and drama at the University of London before graduating with a degree in journalism from the University of Wisconsin–Eau Claire. After working as a reporter, photographer, and managing editor at newspapers in Montana, Arizona, and South Dakota, Griffith helped launch the Mount Rushmore Preservation Fund, a nationwide campaign that raised $25 million to preserve, enhance, and interpret the mountain memorial.


  Griffith has written or coauthored fifty books, including The Globe Pequot Press’s Insider’s Guide to South Dakota’s Black Hills & Badlands and Outlaw Tales of South Dakota, as well as America’s Shrine of Democracy with a foreword by President Ronald Reagan, A Winning Tradition with a foreword by NBC’s Tom Brokaw, and South Dakota, a comprehensive guide to the state. Griffith’s travel features and photography have appeared in numerous magazines and newspapers from New Zealand to New York. A member of the Society of American Travel Writers and Western Writers of America, Griffith lives and writes in the highest reaches of South Dakota’s fabled Black Hills.
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The prospect of gold led fortune-hunters to descend on the Black Hills in
1876. Muleskinners, madams, and merchants soon followed the “color.”

(Photo courtesy of the Adams Museum, Deadwood, SD)
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POPULATION OF BLACK HILLS BY PLACE OF BIRTH

Percent Percent

New York 14 British Isles 18
Pennsylvania 8 Germany-Prussia 13
Ohio 7 Canada 5
Tllinois 6 All other foreign 6
Kentucky 4 -

Total, 5 states 39 Total, foreign born 42
All other states 19 Total U.S. 58

Total, U.S. born 58 Total 100
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James Butler “Wild Bill” Hickok in buckskins, as he may have
appeared to miners upon arrival in Deadwood in the summer of

1876. (Proto courtesy of Adams Museum, Deadwood, SD)
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Prospectors who have just purchased supplies at the Big Horn Store in 1876
ready their wares for the trek to their claims.

hoto courtesy of Adams Museum, Deadwood, SD)
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In just a matter of weeks in the summer of 1876, as many as 10,000 miners
descended on the gold-filled gulch of Deadwood and began building their
collective future. hoto courtasy of Adams Museur, Deadood, S0
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POPULATION OF THE BLACK HILLS, 1875

Age Percent
Under 20 10
Between 21 and 30 43
Between 31 and 40 35
Between 41 and 50 10
Over 50 2

Total 100





