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This book is dedicated in loving memory to my friend,

Wayne McDonald a.k.a. “Taral Wayne.”

(October 12, 1951 – July 31, 2024)

Rest in peace buddy.
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Prologue
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The Gold Miner is not a typical “wild west” sort of story. It’s a social commentary on issues of that time, presented in a historical fiction context. Mainly, I wanted to show the struggles of protean workers in the early 1900s. Though much of society was already industrialized by the time that this novel takes place, it was still not common to see industrialization in rural areas during this time. Such explains the historical reality of mining towns in Death Valley and the Mojave Desert in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Cerro Gordo, a town that is not mentioned in the novel, is a great example of this. It was a place that only had a residential population for a few years in the late 1800s, and what few people that stayed around that area all left by the early 1900s. Clearly, these places were ill-inhabited for a reason. They were living in harsh conditions in these mining towns, and many of the towns had limited or no services. Whatever services and goods you might have needed, you almost invariably would have had to travel out of a place like Cerro Gordo to get supplies, water, you name it. There’s little to no ground water in Death Valley, and most of the inhabitants of these towns had to travel for many miles to find sources of water. And that is just a small snapshot of the hardships of the time. Acquiring food, finding a doctor to treat you in case of an emergency, even finding a chaplain for marriage was something that was typically outsourced to neighboring towns.

I always have wondered what living in such a town would be like, for documentation of such experiences appears to be limited. I did research the towns in this book, and tried not to speak of them from a place of ignorance. In particular, the “town” of Beveridge, California, was a place that caught my interest in my research. I have read several books about abandoned California Ghost Towns and read several interesting “vlogs” about such topics. It amazes me to think anyone even bothered to live in some of these places at all, and what kind of desperation would drive them to do such things. Maybe part greed, part calculated risk and reward assessment? It’s hard to say. Surely, you would have had to be an experienced survivalist to live in some of these (now abandoned) towns. What evidence I did see from contemporary evidence of that time, such as on online archive of information on Skidoo, California, did not paint a pretty picture. I saw evidence of a backwards culture in these examples I found, mixed with some sparse examples of engineering ingenuity, mainly in cases where “necessity was the mother of invention” so to speak. In this town of Skidoo the residents had built a water pipeline, which, we should not forget, was a futuristic concept in those times, to provide for the residents of the town. Furthermore, several contemporary innovations in mining technology were utilized there. This town only had inhabitants in it for about 10 years before it was abandoned mainly due to running out of available groundwater. Short lived towns like this dot a map all throughout Death Valley and also in the Mojave Desert. The Mojave Desert region is not mentioned in this book but many of the abandoned locations of that area are just as intriguing and inspired the contents of this book just as much.

Mainly, though my biggest inspiration for writing this story was a blog I read on an old (ironically, no doubt itself abandoned) website called ghosttowns.com . The site is formatted poorly by modern standards, and the story is smashed into a big wall of text, but the contents of the story truly sparked my interest. It was a blog about a visit to Beveridge, California in the early 1980s, where the writer mentions the fact that trying to reach the town was no easy task, and reaching it required 2 attempts, one of which got their Jeep stranded in the dirt. After they went through all this, they said that people shouldn’t even really bother traveling to Beveridge, California, because it’s not worth it. Getting into town can take two or three days when starting from the bottom of the mountain range. I believe the writers of that blog were absolutely right in saying it’s probably not worth it trying to visit the old mining settlement. I’ve seen some YouTube videos of experienced hikers getting into Beveridge as well and while opinions are mixed on it, they all will say not to dare deviate from the main path or else you can get lost quickly, and that it’s a journey that should only be undertaken by an experienced hiker. Certainly not the kind of place that one could ever imagine being inhabited with actual houses, with evidence of professional mining taking place in the area, and so on. That sense of wonderment I got while imagining what that kind of life must have been like is what propelled me to want to write this story. Seeing what photos that I could of Beveridge, from things such as abandoned mining gear to the famous “Travelers’ Lodge” in the town, it sparked my imagination. Never in my life have I seen a place that seemed so hopeless, and so dangerous.

The story also touches upon many social issues of the time, particularly in that area of California. Issues of race, which were still ever-present in the timeline of this book, are mentioned briefly. I want it to be clear to everyone that I do not condone racism, sexism, or homophobia in any form. I only wanted to be somewhat realistic to the time period, and to make this work of fiction all seem a bit more believable. Let’s just say, I’ve got a very pro-Union, and anti-Confederate stance. And California, people forget, was still comprised of ex-soldiers from both sides of the Civil War at the time, though not many because life expectancy was so low in those days. The picture I try to paint in this book is a testament to a reflection of those times and how they mirror our in some ways while in other ways humanity has evolved past those more simple ways of seeing the world.

I am not trying to paint an idyllic picture of Death Valley in the early 1900s with this book. Living in such a time and place would have been a barbaric experience, and I tried to make that very clear in my writings. I have nothing against Wild West movies, but I feel that they are only ever going to portray “the cool guy” that lived in the Wild West, in the 1800s while it was still fashionable to be a cowboy. I wanted to portray a character who is powerful in his own ways, but not seen as “cool” by his peers, nor looked up to, for he’s still gaining his bearings in life. The main character of this story is a guy who was not well educated, but did have some level of education and is able to see things that some of the more uncouth people around him might not be able to, but at several points is taught lessons by his peers and is able to look up to others, though not put them up on a pedestal as a false idol either.

I am an atheist myself but I see in history a lot of times where various religious institutions have done good things for society. They give out food to homeless people. They create drug and alcohol rehab centers where people can recover from their addiction. They do their best to offer what wisdom that they can, though they are all flawed human beings just like us. I see something quite noble in that. In that, once you realize that all of these preachers, gurus, monks, etc are just a voice among many, and that “a broken clock can be right twice a day” is an ever-present reality, you can be more at peace with the world around you. Certainly no fascist can be right twice a day, but that is a totally different issue and I think labeling people who just so happen to worship a religion as “fascist” is not gonna cure what ails us in life. We have to learn to COEXIST (yes, like the bumper sticker) as best as we can. And when we encounter unruly folks who want to infringe upon our liberties, we deal with those people on a case by case basis. I’ve known and spoke to people of many different religions, and most are not hateful as they are often portrayed by some atheist commentators (of any social media platform, just in general). So part of this book also entails me giving my two cents on the value of religious institutions in society, especially in a time where people knew nothing else.

Some examples of philosophers that I imbibe wisdom from are Cornel West, Sadhguru, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel and Bill Hicks. I see great wisdom in people who have all different views on spirituality. I also have read socialistic writers and agreed with them up to the point of “eliminating” religion from society, as a general rule. I would like to point out that I agree with Chris Hedges’, an anarchist “socialistic” Catholic writer, on his critique of classical Marxian socialism that basically is along the lines of “humans will never be smart enough to create a perfect world, especially with climate change destroying the Earth in the middle of it all. And also capitalists aim to eliminate the working class through the use of AI.” (I’m paraphrasing his words, of course). Basically, the material conditions of the time we are living in now are a lot different from what they were when Marx came up with his ideas. We now know exactly what is going on in this world and it’s happening before our very eyes. Many places on earth are becoming uninhabitable and yet there are still Marxist and Marxist-Leninist tyrants out there in the world that still think we can build forced labor factories and co-op farms that will actually be able to function properly on a climate change ravaged planet. I do not think that is possible, and I’m sick of being told by monstrously rude folks on that side of the political spectrum that I cannot think that, for it’s too “pessimistic” to them and therefore must be counter-revolutionary. To me, I feel that my perspective comes from a place of realism, not pessimism, and that’s really all there is to it. I am firmly a left leaning person but not easily describable so I often use the term “democratic socialist” to describe my political leanings. However, I am more interested in the realms of philosophy and writing, and so I am not trying to create a cult or anything like that with this book.

I just want people of all different stripes to be able to see that living in Death Valley in the 1900s was already hard enough. And yet, we press our luck with a warming planet? It’s not a book about climate change, but I only briefly wanted to mention that here in this section of the book. We’ve already gone past the Paris Climate Accords limit of 1.5 degrees Celsius of warming as of August 2024. As I’m writing this, it’s the middle of fire season in California and we have smelled smoke here for many nights of the past week. It’s become the new norm here in the summer. In short? Nice to know you, goodbye! as Brendan Boyd of Incubus fame once said. We’re gonna be a very spicy meatball soon, but let’s just enjoy the time we have on this earth and try to fight as best we can against all these greedy corrupt politicians that are straight outta Babylon.

I’m just one voice in 8 Billion here. I’m not the chosen one. I do not think I could do some of the things that the characters of my stories could do, but maybe I could if I really was in a survival situation. But generally speaking I do not think I would have survived such things. I want it also to be clear that this book is also not some sort of “I think I am this person, I’m so cool” sort of story, either. It’s simply Historical Fiction that I pulled out of the back of my head and put on the pages.

And without any further explanation on my part, enjoy.
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Beveridge, California,

Early January, 1910

I was headed up the Beveridge canyon with my mule in tow, who had my provisions on his back and on a little cart with wheels behind him. The incline of the Canyon got so steep after a few brief switchbacks which brought me up several thousand feet. I knew I’d have to push hard, even with a bungee cord straddling a precarious looking boulder higher up the face of the cliff to help me tug my way up the massive incline

My name is James McLeary. The reason why I am in this filthy hell right now is because I’ve just previously had to escape my accursed tidings in Chloride City, California. Not much of a city, I’d say. Just a few huts assembled out of natural terrain features like found rocks and clay, as well as discarded old mining equipment of use to absolutely no one. I’m 20 years old, and I was the youngest fellow in the town. There was only one other family that lived there and they didn’t take too kindly to having me around. I lived there for about 3 years, prospecting for gold and silver. What’s worst about being in a predicament like that is the fact that when you get done with a long hard day of mining, there is no running water. I’d have to travel over a mile to a watering hole barely visible to the naked eye that leaked out of a nearby section of the cliffs of Death Valley. I’d have to lug two big 5 gallon jugs on each end of a broom stick and then hike back up to my campsite, just me and my mule, whom I call Lucky.

I hope my mule will live up to his name, because I can see him struggling to gain a footing on this treacherous terrain at the moment. His hooves struggle to dig themselves into the loose soil. I am firmly gripping on to the bungee cord as I climb up this incline of no less than 30° degrees. My cart swivels in accordance with the normal platitudes of gravity in order to prevent the contents from spilling out, so I was not too worried about that. Besides, I had already gone through measures to seal off the contents to prevent any varmints from getting into my provisions.

Here I was, over 4,500 feet up the cliff face of the Inyo Mountains with still another 4,500 feet to go before I could dare catch a break. For those of you that never went to Sunday School, that’s almost a mile. And at this pace, it would take me another 20 minutes, and a wickedly good sense of balance and feng shui about me.  

Every couple of steps I tugged hard upon the reigns of my mule so as to help him gain more ground. It was all a circus act of balancing known practice with innate sensibility, to be able to graduate my level of thinking on a dime to prevent me and my livelihood from falling down the Beveridge Canyon, now over 5,000 feet above sea-level. I was beginning to regret choosing the mining settlement of Beveridge as my preferred destination for the pursuit of more precious shiny metal ore. I’d had my successes at Chloride City, going to Bishop, CA regularly to sell my found ore to the locals. Values of ore are going down due to the end of the so-called “golden age” of California mining, and the over-mining of all known holes in the ground in pursuit of sweet sweet profit. Now, with the advent of mechanically powered buggies, oil is the new hot commodity, but hard to come by. I know of a fellow in Bakersfield, California who struck it rich with oil. He has not spoken to me for some time...I fear that the man thinks his pursuits are wiser than my own.

I thought about everything. My life basically flashed before my eyes as I used every little piece of my god-given energies [sic] to help bring me higher up the cliff face, finally reaching an out-cropping for some shade about 9,000 feet above sea level. I took my mule to an area of good footing so as to prevent his discomfort, and chugged water from my canteen. I had another gallon and a half strapped on to Lucky, but am unsure if it will be able to last the both of us past tomorrow morning. I knew I’d have to find the mining site soon. I’ve heard that they have a general store located in the heart of the settlement, where I will hopefully be able to replenish my supplies. I am hoping to find another source of water, too, though I have grown accustom to finding a needle in a haystack, given my rural upbringing that has sent me all throughout the Inyo Mountains and Death Valley, and as far west as Bishop.

After stopping and resting for about 20 or 30 minutes, being sure to tend to my thirst as well as to the needs of Lucky, who was thirsty and also hungry. I fed him a few carrots and afterwards let him drink from my canteen, which I then refilled after we both satisfied our thirst. I didn’t bother eating yet, in case we got stranded and I needed to ration what we have. In fact, I haven’t had a bite since yesterday morning, so I am feeling a bit ornery. I just want to get this expedition over with and reach this god forsaken town in the middle of who knows where.

I saw what looked like a cobbled together path of rocks on the other side of the outcropping, which allowed me to clearly see the path we were to take to reach Beveridge. The stone path was not a professional number by any means, so we took great care to watch our step lest we fall down an over 9,000 foot cliff face.

Once we reached the end of the cobbled path and were once again met by the natural terrain, I did take note of a strange oddity. Out of the edge of the cliff face was leaking a steadily present wetness that I set forth to find the source of. Our journey would take at least one more day, so I didn’t want to risk missing any vital sources of refreshment. I stuck a long steel water pipe and jammed it into the ground to the right of me, facing away but perpendicular to the face of the cliff. Once I inserted the rod into the ground, I took a hammer from my provisions kit and jutted the rod into the ground, feeling unusual amounts of pressure underneath me with each hammer blow.

Viola! I could scarcely believe I’d finally had a bit of good luck!  Water began spewing out of the water pipe at a steady, but not geyser-like pace. I filled up my two 5 gallon jugs, which took about 20 minutes, crouched down in the hot sun in my cowboy boots, Levi’s jeans, and hand me down leather jacket which barely shielded me from the intense chill of the jet stream blowing at me mercilessly as we just passed high noon.

After procuring the water and loading it onto my cart, and being careful to hydrate self and Lucky a bit more before proceeding onward, we reached another switchback on the trail, though this time a lot less daunting in nature. This incline took us up another 1,000 feet or so, and by the time we got there, the Canyon on either side of us was drowning out our sunlight terribly. I used my sun dial and compass to help me check the time. It was only around 4pm but the skies were starting to look starry indeed, and none the brighter. We were on the trail that, after another 4-5 miles or so, would lead us to the Beveridge settlement. I was satisfied with the progress me and Lucky made for the day so I told him to heel, tied his reigns to a nearby boulder and used my flint and my freshly chopped firewood I had prepared for just such an occasion to start us a lovely campfire. I quickly set up my tent, fearing the cold of the winter night in the canyon. I knew the mule would struggle with the cold as well but knew not what to do, and only made sure to tie his reigns as close to the burning fire as I could.

I took from my provisions my squirrel jerky and some canned olives and reckoned I’d have my indiscretions for the evening. I even had a bottle of whisky in my coat, that I liberally applied to my gullet. After I had my fill, I sat by the campfire for a bit and whistled away on my harmonica, which was an heirloom my older brother gave to me. It didn’t take longer than about an hour or two before I excused myself to my tent once again and was out like a light.

I dreamt that night about the vastness of the world. In this vision, I rode my mule into Nevada, visited a brothel, and got in a saloon fight with a drunk fellow who insisted “what kind of cowboy has a mule instead of a horse?” The folks of Chloride City were hardly kinder, which is probably why I have such a complex about it.

See, I had lived in Chloride City for about 4 years. My remaining family abandoned the place just a year ago after my father passed away unexpectedly, with my mother and my older brother headed towards Yuma, Arizona together to try to find gold, oil, or any other potential prospects of money making for fear of want. I told my older brother, Roy I was better off finding my own path, and that whoever will find their fortunes sooner shall be declared the ultimate victor. He found that funny, and gave me a photo of him and me when we were kids out of his shirt pocket. We were so little that my mother was still carrying me, and my older brother was barely tall enough for his head to go above our father’s knees. He also gave me his harmonica, which he loved to play every night after finishing work at the mine, sometimes even while still covered in soot. He said he always wanted to be a musician, but only city folk are granted such luxuries of a bountiful, expressive and endeared existence. My mother did cry, but I reassured her that I would meet her and my brother again one day soon, once I’ve made my keep.

I awoke to gloomy skies. The sun still not quite over the horizon to start the “next day” yet. Lucky had laid himself on the ground at some unknown hour and was still sleeping and I dared not to wake him until I had prepared myself for the day firstly and foremost. 
I had a bristled tooth brush in my provisions that I splashed with whisky,  to brush my teeth with it and shake off this morning stench emanating from my mouth. After I brushed my teeth, I spit out the whisky off the side of the cliff and it fell for thousands of feet before dissolving into thin air.

Afterwards, I took a handkerchief I kept in my back pocket a whetted it sparingly with the water from my canteen. I wiped my brow, still sticky with sweat from yesterday. I also reached into my mostly-buttoned up dress shirt and attempted to cleanse my neck, shoulders and chest, and then finally unbuttoned the sleeves on the shirt to clean off my arms. I didn’t wanna bother undressing and bathing completely, because I wanted to get going again with my old pal, Lucky. I knew today would be a long day, but if I kept at it with a steady pace, I knew I’d be at the camp site by tomorrow morning.

The wind chill, especially after wiping myself down all over, was immense. I staked my claim right next to the burgeoning campfire, which was only embers by now, but still let off a bit of radiating warmth.

After giving Lucky a bit more time to rest, I pat him on his belly while he lied there, and he, naturally, decided it was time to wake up. “Good morning, Lucky” I told him. He tucked his hooves underneath him and slowly arose from the rocky ground on which we stood, only about 30 feet away from the precipitous mountain range we had exhausted ourselves to reach the day previous. I hooked the cart back onto Lucky’s reigns so we could get a move on, with the sun barely starting to shimmer, shrouded in the peaks of the Inyos.

I reached in one of the large buckets with my canteen so as to fill it up. I took several large sips, emptying the canteen. I then filled it again so I could quench Lucky’s thirst, too. I aimed the canteen into his mouth and he lapped it up with his tongue, which looked a bit parched. “Alright, Lucky, just a little longer and we’ll stop to give you a snack break!” I pet his mane and tried to reassure him that this madness would all be over soon. I think the message was more for my own sake than it was for his.

In just a couple of steps we got to the trail head of the town of Beveridge, but the journey was still not over. According to the report I heard from one of the local prospectors in Bishop, the town was about another 4-5 miles down that path, and was dotted with little makeshift abodes and a meager general store. The man I spoke to in Bishop, California told me he found gold there—he had some of it on one of his teeth, so I’d be foolhardy to doubt him.

The start of the trail that lead downward into the canyon was steep, and me and Lucky had to scramble a bit on the loose rocks coating the trail to keep ourselves from tripping and falling miles away from civilization. After we scrambled down the path for about 4000 feet, the path leveled out and slowly inclined upwards. All the while, it was hard for us to keep our footing due to the incongruous terrain composed solely of loose rock beneath us. It felt like everywhere we stepped, the path was crumbling beneath us, and that wasn’t far from the truth either.

The sun was still to shy to come out and start the day off for us and yet I was already panting heavily, as was the same for Lucky, who I had been tugging by his reigns to persuade him to keep up with me. We both continued scrambling up the steady incline of the trail, all of which was natural terrain composed of large, loose rock that was rather unsuitable for treading on. I had seen a snake dart across our path more than once, but was too preoccupied with the idea of falling into the ever-deepening precipice in the bed of the canyon. The cart rattled heavily with each rushed step, and I hoped that I had tied down our necessities well to avoid having the contents of it disembark suddenly.

The trail was on one side of the canyon, which had quite an incline, separated by the trail bed, which had a steady trickle of water pouring through it, with evergreen rushes peeking through almost invariably. On the other side, to my right, was the other side of the canyon, not more than about 30 feet away, occasionally peppered with thin little trees and meager bushes. I hoped like hell that I would be able to reach the fabled Shangri-La by sundown, but after just over a mile of trudging through the loosely formed rock path, me and Lucky had grown exhausted.

Me and Lucky stopped and leaned on the “safe” side of the trail, away from the precipice. I wanted to catch my breath and give Lucky the snack I had promised him.

I had a full head of cabbage on hand which I had procured from my now thoroughly beat up wooden cart.  The wheels were thoroughly flat spotted from all the sharp rocks colliding with it for over a mile. The sun began to shine just out of view, enough to see blue skies which alternated to gray at times with the overcasting fog in the area. I peeled a bit of cabbage off of its head to feed to Lucky, who greedily munched it down, salivating heavily. I peeled off a bit more and once I saw that the head was at a manageable size for him to sink his chompers into, I simply held out the head for him to feast upon.

“Just another four miles,” I thought to myself, “and we’ll reach our Shangri-la.”

Lucky enjoyed his cabbage quite a bit. My hand was now empty—no more cabbage. “Who’s a good boy?” I told my four legged friend as I brushed his mane with my open hand. He whinnied with delight. “That’s right, it’s you.” I said as I hugged him around his neck.

I didn’t want to eat yet, for fear of bloating myself beyond recognition before we achieved our goal for the day—reaching the outskirts of Beveridge. I sipped slowly and steadily from my canteen for a few minutes, again trying to avoid feelings of bloated-ness and discomfort as we made it down this god forsaken trail. Never before in my life had I undertaken such a hardy task as this one.

I wrapped the lead on Lucky’s reigns around my fist to gain a good grip upon it. We kept on, again, having to rush each step to prevent mother nature’s ill devised road from collapsing beneath us.

I noticed something strange. In the creek bed, a man on horseback trudged through the creek bed a few dozen feet beneath us. He had an empty cart in tow behind the horse, which was half submerged in water, with just enough clearance for the large wooden wheels to touch the creek bed. He looked to me to be a fellow prospector, his hands coated in a lifetime of soot that had made its way deep beneath his unkempt fingernails. In general, the man looked unkempt and exhausted, and his dirty flannel shirt was mostly unbuttoned probably a result of overheating himself. I dug my feet into the precipitous footing me and my trusty mule had found ourselves in.

“Excuse me, sir!”

“Hello there” the man proclaimed. His horse was almost knee high in water, and the rushes weren’t making the task of traversing the creek bed any easier. He did acknowledge me but he kept his head down and looking in front of him, as if focusing to plot his next move through the tough terrain.

“Sir, my name is James. I’ve been told that the town of Beveridge is three miles in the direction from which you came. Is that correct?”
“Yes it is, but it isn’t much of a town. It’s just me, my wife, another family with all of their three children and the geriatric owner of the general store.”
“And is it true there are prospects to be found here?”
“Some, but I’m starting to wonder if it’s worth it for all the inconvenience of trying to find it. It gets very cold here in the spring, so be wary of that and don’t venture out—temperatures have been measured at below zero degrees.”
I was taken aback by this man’s social commentary on the town of Beveridge. Some ore to be found, no doubt, but the trade offs no doubt severe and punishing to the uninitiated. “Thank you sir, best of luck to you on your travels!” I told the man. He looked up at me for a moment and said “Likewise!” and gave me a wave goodbye. He struggled to go up the incline of the creek bed in his horse drawn carriage.

We had already been walking for at least a half an hour since our last pit stop and yet it felt like we were making very little progress. The incline had steadied itself out, but we dared not stop, for fear of the quicksand like effect of the loose rock separating beneath us. This effect made a hundred feet feel like a thousand.

By now it was probably about 9 or 10AM and I just wanted the day to be over with. By god, what a
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