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  Foreword




  My father was passionate about the preservation of ghost towns, and I’m delighted to be playing a part in their celebration and, hopefully, continued preservation through the publication of this revised edition of his first book.




  I was only five years old when my family started ghost-town hunting, and I have many special memories of riding miles over bumpy roads in the back of the camper with Gypo, our black lab. My summer days were filled with campgrounds to explore, snakes to avoid, pictures to be taken, and old buildings to inspect. My summer nights were filled with hours around the campground discussing the day’s “finds.”




  My hope is that my father’s passion for our adventures continues to shine through these pages—and that sharing these wonderful haunts will inspire the appreciation and conservation of these jewels for years to come.




  —Shari L. Miller, Missoula, Montana, 2008
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  Preface




  It was there for the taking: mostly gold nuggets and dust, but also copper, molybdenum, cinnabar, and precious silver.




  So men panned creeks and burrowed into mountains. They built rockers and arrastres. Miners, like moles and prairie dogs, sank prospect holes. “Hydraulic giants” hammered streams of water against bars, benches, and ledges to pound away the soil and expose the gold. Dredges clawed the stream beds. Sluice boxes collected gold. Stamp mills dotted the landscape. Blasting caps, dynamite, cyanide, and quicksilver became more common than bacon and eggs.




  Fortunes were made easily and lost easily in California and Oregon, in Nevada, Utah, and South Dakota, in Washington and Alaska, and along the Rockies in Montana, Idaho, Wyoming, Colorado, New Mexico, and Arizona.




  Some miners went it alone. Many formed partnerships. Some worked for mining companies.




  Most worked hard and played hard. A few claims were jumped, but not many. There was even a Miner’s Ten Commandments to guide conduct, drawn up in Bannack, Montana. They ordered:


  

  

  FIRST COMMANDMENT: Thou shalt have no other claim than one.




  SECOND COMMANDMENT: Thou shalt not make thyself any false claims or any likeness to a mean man, by jumping one; for I, a miner, am a just man and I will visit the miners round about and they will judge thee; and when they shall decide thou wilt take thy pick thy pan thy shovel and thy blankets and with all thou hast thou shalt depart to seek other diggings but thou shalt find none.




  THIRD COMMANDMENT: Thou shalt not go prospecting before thy claim gives out. Neither shalt thou take thy money or gold dust or thy good name to the gaming table for monte twenty-one roulette faro lansquenet and poker will prove thee that the more thou puttest down the less thou shalt take up and when thou thinkest of thy wife and children thou shalt hold thyself guiltless though insane.




  FOURTH COMMANDMENT: Thou shalt keep the Sabbath day hold and shall do no work other than cooking the pork and beans for the week’s supply getting in firewood and doing the week’s wash and baking the week’s supply of bread.




  (THE FIFTH COMMANDMENT: is skipped, presumably because the Biblical command, about honoring thy father and mother, is accepted without revision.)




  SIXTH COMMANDMENT: Thou shalt not drink mint juleps nor sherry cobblers through a straw nor gurgle from a bottle the raw materials nor take it from a decanter; for while thou are swallowing down thy purse and the coat from thy back thou art burning the coat off thy stomach.




  SEVENTH COMMANDMENT: Thou shalt not grow discouraged and think of going home before thou hast made thy pile because thou hast not struck a lead, nor found a rich crevice nor sunk a shaft upon a rich pocket, lest in going home thou shalt leave a job paying four dollars a day to take, ashamed, a job back east at 50 cents a day; and serve thee right. Thou knowest that by staying here thou mightest strike a lead and make 50 dollars a day and keep thy self-respect and when thou goest home thou shalt have enough to make thyself and others happy.




  EIGHTH COMMANDMENT: Thou shalt not steak the dust or the tools of another miner, for he will surely find out what thou hast done and will call together his fellow miners and they, unless the law hinders them, will hand thee or give thee fifty lashes, or shave thy head or brand thy cheek with an “R” like a horse, to be read by all men.




  NINTH COMMANDMENT: Thou shalt tell no false takes about good diggings in the mountains, to benefit a friend who may have mules, blankets or provisions and tools that he wishes to sell lest thy neighbor, deceived by thee into making the trip shall one day return through the snow with naught left but his rifle, contents of which he shall present to you in a manner that shall cause thee to fall down and die like a dog.




  TENTH COMMANDMENT: Remember thy wife and children that are in the east and be true to them in thought, word and deed. Avoid the temptation to become a squaw-man and to people this country with half-breeds, for while there is naught to be said against these boys and girls as individuals, the fact remains that they will give the Indians the benefit of their white training and thus make the redskins more dangerous to the white man.1






  The price of gold fluctuated before it was standardized at $32 per troy ounce in 1934. But the price was usually good. The Archimedes Principle? Few had heard of it, but they all applied it. Tell a miner the specific gravity of water is 1, that of typical rocks is 2.5, and that of gold is 19.3, he cared not. He simply knew the gold was heavier than anything else. It sank to the bottom of the sluice box or the gold pan, and it bought the things he needed, like a can of beans for $5. In April 1865 in Virginia City, Montana, the asking price for flour was $110 per hundred pounds.




  The year 1907 was a turning point for many miners. A mining panic resulted from an 1893 act of Congress that killed the Silver Act. Prices of precious metals fell. Claims petered out. For a while, large, mechanized operations were the only profitable ones . . . then they, too, were abandoned.




  The miners left. Some scurried away so fast they left cooking utensils on still-warm stoves, and eating utensils on the rough-hewn wooden tables. Many tried to wait it out, certain that things had to get better. But when? One by one the holdouts left, for there was no reason to stay, and many reasons to leave.




  Where there had once been raucous noises in crowded saloons, the rasp of shovel in rock, the scraping of gold pans, there now is silence. Ultimately even the pack rats left; there was nothing left for them to steal. Sun and wind and snow ravaged the false-fronted business places. Whipsawed, mud-chinked cabins crumbled into the weeds. The wooden handles of shovels rotted away. Hinges rusted and creaked and lost their grip and let their doors fall away. Nails withered in rotten wood. Roofs buckled and buildings swayed and collapsed.




  Today vestiges of this era in American history remain—more so in the Southwest and where the weather is kinder, but even in the harsh Northwest. The history buff, the photographer, the bottle collector can still find memorabilia. No state has been more negligent in preserving these remarkable sites than Montana, where gold dust first was found in 1852.2 This is the sometimes romanticized story of what is and something of what was of the few extant Montana ghost towns.




  Much of the history of the ghost towns is interred with its citizens. The grave markers tell a part of this tale, as do memories of the living and the dead. The mood of the ghost town visitor affects what he senses. Personality, weather, attitudes of the people met, preconceptions of what the ghost towner expected to see, all affect reactions. For many, the most interesting aspects of visiting a ghost town are in their imagination. Did a Chinaman live here, because the cabin is so small? What type of music did they dance to at the Miner’s Union Hall? Was the bank ever robbed? Was anyone hanged from that tree? How did the girl under this grave marker die when she was only three months old? Was the gold really down at the grass roots along the creek? Did they really bury bottles of champagne with prostitutes? For a moment at least, life can return to a ghost town in the form of a question, a reflection, a mystery.




  What’s left of these towns tells much of the American West; the good and the bad, the strong and the weak, the admirable and the contemptible. These are facts and fairy tales selected roughly a century after it all began, of places and people from an era too long ago to be remembered, but recent enough to be recalled.
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 Without the equipment, you might miss the mine entrance.


  



  Argenta
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  Its silver dollars reportedly paled the fame of Golconda and El Dorado




  Argenta is probably the second-oldest quartz camp in Montana.1 The first silver-lead mine in the state, Legal Tender, is also located here. As late as 1930, several of the one hundred mines in the area were producing silver. Even today some gold, silver, and lead are mined in the area.




  Argenta was originally called Montana. Its founders, who chartered the town site on January 6, 1865, described its location as “. . . consisting of three hundred and twenty acress . . . to wit commencing at a certain stake platted on the south bank of Rattlesnake Creek near the mouth of a certain dry gulch or Ravine a short distance below a long pine tree running in a southerly direction one-half mile. Thence Easterly one mile, thence Northerly to Rattlesnake Creek thence up said creek to a point of beginning.”2
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  The Hand Stamp Mine above Argenta. The district is the second-oldest quartz camp in the state.




  The following year the first smelter in Montana territory was built at Argenta. It was of German design. Charcoal for the smelter was burned on the upper Rattlesnake Creek. Bricks for the furnace came from Saint Louis via the Missouri River to Fort Benton, then by ox-team to the smelter site.




  Of the state’s mining towns, Argenta was probably the emotional favorite of most Montanans. From the smelters of Argenta came the counterparts of “cartwheels,” or silver dollars. Joaquin Miller wrote, “The St. Louis smelting furnace ran out the argentiferous galena at Argenta into base bullion, which their cupel furnace reduced to discs of pure silver as large as new moons. As these broad discs of white metal were displayed in the bank windows of Eastern cities, the fame of Golconda and El Dorado paled before the rising glories of Argenta.”3




  Argenta was never a brawling mining place,4 for it was an organized company town. Wild, individualistic miners were not attracted to such a setting, nor could they afford to set up large and expensive operations to mine and process the quartz. For a time there were active gold placers as well as silver quartz lodes. During the 1860s its population was about 1,500. Although there were six saloons, the ratio of saloons to the business establishments was low; there were three hotels, two grocery stores, one dry-goods store, two butcher shops, two blacksmith shops, one bakery, one tailor shop, and one dancehall.5 There was no church and no schoolhouse. School terms were held with more regularity than in most mining towns.
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  A term never lasted more than three months as it was difficult to maintain enrollment or to keep teachers for long in an unorganized society. Teachers were paid either by local subscription or by benefit dances held in a home or in a saloon. The usual salary was twenty dollars a month plus room and board that was furnished week about by different families in the town.6




  Today five or six families live in the Argenta area, but the Torrey Mountain Log Cabin Rentals is the only business in town.
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  Basin
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  Where the walls came a’ tumbling down




  Miners’ cabins were the first buildings near, and in, what is now Basin. From the 1860s until Basin City was founded in 1880, mining activity was slow. Most mining required extensive and expensive mills, concentrators, and other equipment; and caught between high smelting charges and low silver prices, many mines in the area closed before the turn of the century.




  Throughout the years, mines have opened, prospered, and closed, sometimes to begin the cycle again. The architecture of Basin reflects these fluctuations. The huge jib mill, which dates back to the 1900s, looms large and ghostly on the edge of town. As of 2006, only a few small mines are operating in the area, still combing the earth for gold and silver.1




  The town site itself has bulged and shrunk, accommodating nearly 8,000 people during boom times and as few as 255 in 2000.2 Optimistic plans, which never mate rialized, are reflected by a huge smokestack on the edge of town. A smelter was planned and begun but never completed.
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  One of many reminders of Basin’s heyday.




  The ravages of time and vandals are apparent everywhere. The Keeley Brothers saloon and restaurant had been closed for years, everything intact, waiting, like most of Basin, for another flurry of mining activity. In 1968 vandals broke the back bar mirror and carted away everything of value. Some Basinites muse at the coincidence that about the time the saloon-restaurant was broken into, an antique dealer was in town looking for articles to buy.




  Basin has suffered the ravages of many fires. The fire of 1893 leveled much of the town. In 1893 the Katy mill had been enlarged. Only one successful run of ore had gone through it when it, the hoisting plant, and the shaft were destroyed by fire. The concentrator at the Hope gold mine caught fire in 1896, suffocating seven miners to death. Today Basin doesn’t even have a firehouse. The owner of a saloon that adjoined the firehouse tore down his building. Since the two structures were connected, when the saloon wall came tumbling down, so did the fire-station wall.
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  Keeley Brothers Saloon and Restaurant in Basin.




  While the old saloon is gone, it has been replaced by a new one. In fact, Basin is the rather charming home of a couple of cafes and coffee shops, as well as a pottery shop and gift shop. The town also boasts a small elementary school, which had fifty-five students during the 2005–2006 school year.3 Basin is also home to the Montana Artists Refuge, which offers a residency program for artists. However, most people who visit Basin probably do so on their way to or from the Merry Widow Mine, which is one of many nearby defunct mines that emits radon gas. Radon is normally a gas that homeowners fear, but at the Merry Widow, visitors soak up the atmosphere in mine shafts where the radon levels reach 175 times federal safety standards.4 After sitting in the mine shaft, and sometimes soaking in the water, many visitors claim their aches and pains are cured.
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  Despite efforts of the volunteer fire department, Basin suffered from the ravages of several fires. In 1968, when the owner of the saloon that adjoined the firehouse tore down his structure, a wall of the firehouse came down with it. Present plans call for rebuilding the fire station in a new location.




  Bearmouth
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  A town that barely made it




  Bearmouth is about five miles down the gulch from Beartown. And when Beartown and Garnet died, so did Bearmouth. It had existed only to serve as a trading and transportation center for the towns and camps up Bear Gulch.




  The rich ores from the gulch, Springtown, Top O’ Deep, Copper Cliff, Yreka, and Reynolds City had funneled down the trails to Bearmouth, to be shipped from there to smelters in Helena, Butte, or Anaconda.




  Bearmouth never was large, sporting primarily a stagecoach stop and an inn, a livery stable, a blacksmith shop, and some scattered buildings.




  John Lannen1 operated a small cable-operated ferry across the Clark Fork River. One day the cable snapped while pulling two men and three mules packing 250-gallon barrels of whiskey. Although one man drowned, all three whiskey barrels were recovered. The river also posed seasonal problems for the mailman. In winter he could make his deliveries over the ice cover, but during the other seasons he forded it with his mail pouch held high above his head. Bearmouth was also a stop over point for stagecoaches that plied the old Mullan Road between Fort Benton, Montana, and Walla Walla, Washington.2




  The Bearmouth area is a good jumping-off spot for exploring the ghost town of Garnet. Furthermore, it is about sixty miles from the ghost towns in the Philipsburg area and could be seen in the same day. Visitors can try their hand at panning for gold and then head to the Chalet Bearmouth, which is a family-run business on the interstate, thirty-three miles east of Missoula, that offers dining and lodging.3
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  Even buildings as solidly constructed as this could not withstand the assaults of the “Beartown Roughs.”
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  Stages plying the rough terrain between Fort Benton, Montana, and Walla Walla, Washington, stopped at the remodeled Bearmouth stagecoach stop shown on the right.




  Beartown
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  It needed its “Guardians of Public Morality”
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