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Benson Grist Mill built in 1854, with farm equipment and the ruins of the Lee Tannery and Summerhays Wool Pullery in the foreground, E.T. City/Richville, Utah.
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INTRODUCTION

Here is only silence now gone the hopeful, thronging host that left these walls, in haste to go, left these streets to wind and ghosts.

–Author unknown

IT WAS LONG PAST SUNSET when my friend, John, pointed his four-wheel drive toward the San Francisco Mountains and rolled onto the rutted dirt road. After five hours on the road, we had finally reached the land of the Silver Horn Mine. Somewhere in the darkened hills ahead were the remains of old Frisco, the long-deserted commercial center of the San Francisco Mining District and southwestern Utah’s most notorious boomtown.

My friend Tyler sat next to me while we analyzed our maps by flashlight. I combed through my packet of compiled information on Frisco, reading aloud for dramatic effect the comparisons of the town to the raucous Dodge City, Kansas, and the biblical city of Gomorrah. Frisco wouldn’t be our first ghost town, but it was the best-documented, most-storied town we had sought out thus far. We could hardly contain our excitement as John’s headlights finally caught the tips of several wooden crosses in the town’s cemetery.

These modest posts marked many of the cemetery’s forty-two internments. Some graves were evidenced only by an oval ring of rocks—a hallmark of mythic western imagery. More prominent plots were neatly fenced with barely legible headstones. Further down the road were the crumbling relics of the town that by the mid-1880s supported a population of more than six thousand silver miners, gamblers, gunslingers, and other characters. We spent hours studying rock walls and tracing foundation lines before rolling out sleeping bags on the alkali ground and drifting into dreams of the past.

Abandoned places have always occupied a special spot in the human psyche. From the religious to the recreational, our compulsion to commune with the past is deeply intrinsic.The concept of heritage colors most visited on earth. In the New World, few symbols are as iconic as the American ghost town.
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Street scene in Frisco, Utah, date unknown. (Used by permission, Utah State Historical Society, all rights reserved.)

An estimated forty thousand ghost towns pepper the American landscape in various states of decay. A sampling of their names connotes a colorful, frank era: Toadsuck, Big Bug, Two Guns, Deadwood, and Tombstone. There was Virginia City, Nevada; Virginia City, Montana; and Virginia City, Arizona. Naturally, the words “gold” and “silver” found their way into thousands of boomtown names.
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S. N. Slaughter General Merchandise store with women standing on the raised plank porch, circa 1884. (Used by permission, Utah State Historical Society, all rights reserved.)

Some ghost towns, like Frisco, are legendary. Most, like Cloud Chief, Oklahoma, are not. Many have all but returned to the dust—the inevitable victims of time, looting, or development. Some remain partially alive, existing in an odd, yet charming postbust limbo. A precious few have been preserved as open-air museums. Parts of others still stand in near pristine condition due to their extremely remote locations.

Ghost towns span such a broad spectrum of time and geography that a comprehensive approach here would dilute the various types. For most people, the term “ghost town” evokes images of mining camps and wooden false-front buildings typical of the American West. Thus, this book focuses on the ghost towns of the western United States, with particular emphasis on those with roots in the Old West era.

What exactly is a ghost town? How did they rise? Why did they fall? What can their remains tell us about the people that once called them home? And how can they be experienced today?

Many publications on the topic fit one of two molds: art-driven photo books and statistic-heavy travel guides. The former inspires visually but tends to be short on information. The latter is sufficiently informative, but is naturally date-sensitive. Over time, sites are reclaimed, destroyed, picked over, and in some cases thoroughly reincarnated. Furthermore, the accessibility of many sites evolves as land changes stewardship. A site that was publically accessible in 1994 may be completely off limits in 2012.
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Buildings in Bodie, California. (Photo © Joe Decker/Rock Slide Photography)
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Historic outhouse on display at the Benson Grist Mill, E.T. City/Richville, Utah.

This book shuns both templates. Instead, it explores the larger ghost town phenomenon and our evolving interpretation of it. Chapter 2 follows the American frontier through the Old West era and builds the historical framework for discussing ghost towns. Chapter 3 defines the expression “ghost town,” explains the reasons for their rise and decline, and introduces the different types of ghost town. Chapters 4–6 discuss individual types and profile examples of each. Chapter 7 details recent anthropological research conducted at several ghost town sites. Finally, Chapter 8 traces the history of the ghost-towning hobby and offers tips for experiencing ghost towns today.

The issue of population merits special note. Determining historic population counts for ghost towns is often problematic due to several factors, including the occurrence of population peaks between census counts, the difficulty of accurately enumerating a town’s transient population, and the tendency of some writers to attribute the population total of a mining district to its commercial center. Population counts included in this book reflect official U.S. Census numbers wherever possible. Otherwise, totals are either calculated or estimated based on best-known sources.
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Artifacts on display at the museum in Jerome, Arizona. (Photo copyright leonids.us)
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Stairwell in Hotel Meade, Bannack, Montana. (Photo © Patty Pickett)
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Street in Bannack, Montana. Founded in 1862, Bannack is often praised as one of the West’s most photogenic ghost towns. (Photo © Patty Pickett)

[image: image]

Benson Grist Mill, built in 1854, E. T. City/Richville, Utah, with a wagon and the ruins of the Lee Tannery and Summerhays Wool Pullery in the foreground.


THE AMERICAN OLD WEST

FEW IDEAS figure as prominently in U.S. history as that of the American West. Defined broadly as the wilderness beyond the advancing frontier, the West was the object of a collective American wanderlust from the nation’s earliest days. The decades following the American Revolution were marked by ambitious westward expansion as the young United States began to fill the territorial vacuum created by retreating European powers. By 1800, the American frontier had reached the Mississippi River. Its relentless march continued for much of the next century until the West was won and Manifest Destiny—the belief that the United States was destined to expand from coast to coast—was finally fulfilled.

The term “Old West” (or “Wild West”) is somewhat subjective. It generally refers to the period of western settlement during the latter half of the nineteenth century. More precise interpretations vary among experts, and many historians emphasize the settlement of the Great Plains and parts of the Southwest during the four decades following the American Civil War (roughly 1865–1905). Yet earlier forays into far western states and the western mining frontier should not be overlooked because they play heavily into the ghost town phenomenon. This book defines the Old West as an amalgamation of the migrations, settlements, and events that occurred west of the Mississippi River between approximately 1847 and 1920.

THE MYTHIC WEST

Historians bristle at the exaggerated, homogenized portrayals of the Old West in popular media. Yet ironically, the western ideal owes much of its salience to these portrayals. In fact, myth and fact informed each other throughout and beyond the era. Storytellers and troubadours had lauded the West since the 1840s. Journalists, authors, and other adventurers who sampled western life returned to the East to pen sensationalized fiction about it. Quickly written dime novels gained a wide audience as they crafted the “hero versus villain” theme of the Mythic West.
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Peace Commissioners in Dodge City, Kansas. Pictured (from left to right) are Chas. Bassett, W. H. Harris, Wyatt Earp, Luke Short, L. McLean, Bat Masterson, and Neal Brown, circa 1890. (National Archives)

The advent of Wild West variety shows in the 1880s saw real-life Old West figures stepping off the prairie and onto the stage to portray themselves in stylized reenactments. The first and most celebrated of these, William Cody’s “Buffalo Bill’s Wild West,” featured such western luminaries as Annie Oakley and Sioux Chief Sitting Bull.

In the early 1900s, the silent western film began to replace the dime novel as the main purveyor of western lore. Wild West legend Wyatt Earp spent his later years as a Hollywood film consultant, even appearing as an extra in the 1916 film The Half-Breed starring Douglas Fairbanks. It was in Hollywood that Earp, the quintessential western hero, purportedly met a young John Wayne, the man who would become the quintessential western star. The Old West’s nearness to the present makes it a unique archaeological subject; it’s distant enough to be romantic, yet close enough to be tangible.
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Cars leaving the shaft of the Comstock Mine, Virginia City, Nevada, circa 1867–68. (National Archives)

Beginning in the mid twentieth century, many classic western films were filmed in actual ghost towns. The initial reasons for this may have had more to do with budget than style since abandoned period structures easily doubled as movie sets. But as filmmakers increasingly looked to the ghost town for design inspiration, its distinct haggard look became archetypical to the genre. The modern concept of the Old West and that of the Old West ghost town are thus directly correlated; the real ghost town ingrained itself into the Mythic West, which in turn bred the popular, mythical image of the ghost town.

THE HISTORIC WEST

Though it may be argued that the Mythic West had more influence on the collective American psyche than the realities alone, a historic understanding of the Old West is essential to the study of ghost towns. The Wild West was indeed wild. It was raw, decadent, and fraught with peril. There were heroes, villains, brave feats, and heinous injustices. Boomtowns sprung up almost overnight—and often were abandoned just as quickly. But the Historic West was much more nuanced. Gunfights didn’t break out every day, and horses trotted much more than they galloped.
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Men playing faro in the Oriental Saloon, Bisbee, Arizona, circa 1900. (Photo courtesy of the Keith Davis Collection)
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Miner working the Comstock Mine, Virginia City, Nevada, taken by Timothy O’Sullivan using the glare of burning magnesium as a flash, circa 1867–68. (National Archives)

Motives for westward migration varied. Many travelers went in search of adventure, riches, or a new lease on life. Most sought land. The U.S. government was happy to facilitate expansion. The Louisiana Purchase of 1803 more than doubled the size of U.S. territory. Subsequent land acquisitions and ambitious survey expeditions blazed the way for continued settlement.

The first major organized migration to the far west was made by members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, who sought refuge from religious conflict in the east. Between 1847 and 1869, some seventy thousand Mormon pioneers made the thousand-mile trek from east of the Mississippi River in Nauvoo, Illinois, westward to the Salt Lake Valley in what would become the state of Utah. Most came on foot, pulling their belongings in handcarts or carrying them in hand.
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View of mines and town of Goldhill, Nevada, circa 1867–68. (National Archives)

The riches of the West were realized in 1848 when sawmill operator James Marshall discovered gold near present-day Sacramento, California. Word of Marshall’s jackpot spread quickly, sparking the California Gold Rush. By 1854, an estimated three hundred thousand American and foreign “forty-niners” had flocked to the region. As the California mines played out, prospectors fanned out to discover gold and silver in the southwest, Great Basin, and Rocky Mountain regions. The ensuing rushes gave rise to a volatile mining frontier and marked the birth of the great western boomtown.

The Homestead Act of 1862, which promised up to 160 acres of federal

[image: image]


[image: image]







[image: image]



[image: image]



[image: image]


OEBPS/images/9781782001072_14.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782001072_13.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782001072_16.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782001072_15.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782001072_12.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782001072_11.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782001072_06.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782001072_07.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782001072_04.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782001072_05.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782001072_10.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782001072_08.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782001072_09.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782001072_02.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782001072_21.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782001072_03.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782001072_01.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782001072_22.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782001072_cover.jpg
GHOST TOWNS

LOST CITIES OF THE QLD WEST

CLINT THOMSEN






OEBPS/images/9781782001072_18.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782001072_17.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782001072_20.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782001072_19.jpg





