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LIFG IN PLACER COUNIY'S
EARLY DAY LIOUNTAIN LTINES
1903 - 1907

By Lynford (Bud) Scott

This story of Placer County's early day gold mining and
happenings in its remote mountain regions is from memory as
told nme by my late parents Leslie lleredith and rannie Lardner
Scott. Iy mother's meiden name was rannlie branch, being a
decendant of the Lardmers, pPlacer uounty pioncers who settled
in Auburn end vicinity in the 1800's. This spans the years

fron thelr marrisge in 1903 through 1907.

Sorie of the dates mentioned were verified from postmarks
found on greeving cards kept in an album by ny mother. Ly
parents have long since passed on, but the happenings related
here seem as taough they were told to me yesterday. Although
this is not a first hand account, in a sense I was witness to
some o1 the anappenings as L was born at bullion on Aprii 13,
1907. Ny brother Arden Branch Scott was born'in Auburn in

1905,

Shortly after their marriage in l9OBlin Auburn at the ages of
28, my father wes hired as blacksmith at Black Canyon Mine on
the‘hﬁadwaters ofzthe piddle Fork of the American River.
Westville was about three miles ﬁé the mountain above the
mine at the northeast end of roresthill Divide. Foresthill

Divide Road starts near Baker Ranch above roresthill. ZFrom
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en altitude of about 4,000 Teet it gradually increases to

approximetely 5,400 feet at iwestville.

Back in those days this was a wild, rrimitive area requiring
a rouch trip by wagon or horseback over tortuous grades and

L

hazardous passages 1'ron the nain supply center of Auburn.

wy Tather, apove all, was a master blacksmith, able to sharpen
the drills Tor the mining operations, shoe the horses and can-
teonlzerous mules, and do the hundreds of othervjobs expected of
a placksmith. On many occasions his ability to repair a
broken part or bulld a new one vas the means of keeping the
minins operation gzoins. He fashioned many of his ovm tools,”
and elthoush he had only a grammar school education, no line

of work was too complicated for him to master.

ror my mother this stay back in the mountains was quite a con- o
trast from the haﬁpy life she had been accustomed to at her

parents® fruit ranch near renryn. She was the youngest of

four children. A host of friends and relatives lived nearby

and all enjoyed an active social life. glack Canyon was a

vorld apart from all this happy life, as kother said she-didn't

gsee another woman for the first six months of her stay there.

Black Canyon, as its name implies, is located in a deep canyon
on a tributary of the American River. "The shadows rell early
here as sunlight was limited by the high mountains surrounding

it.

i
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If memory serves me right, Dad sald that Black Canyon lLilne was
the largest gravel gold nine in the world at that time. Not
being familiar with mining opnecrations, I don't know about such

things.

g
.
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uy Tolks' cabin was across the river from the msin trail.

Luring high vater the trip across was made by use of a hand-
propelled vnlatform dengling below a cable stretched high above %
the river; it rode on flanced wheels and wes known as a Dutch-

<o

man, ‘this was always a terrifying experience for Liother.

During the height of winter the mine was shut down due to
heavy snows. Ly father was kept on as watchmen and mainten-

eance nan at this time of year.

whis remote area was a hunter's paradise. Back in those days
nunting was less a sport than now, as Tor the most part it
was carried on to supply meat for the table. Deer could be
found on a series of benches or flats that extended up the
mountain. 1f they weren't on the first bench, they probably
could be found on the second or third. sear could be heard

bawling in the timber across the river at times.

Above all, Dad liked to hunt bear. He also used traps to

catch them. oOne bear he caugat had a white stripe dowm its
back trom head to tail. in tanning the hide, though, the pro-
cess failed and the hair could be pulled out by the handsful.
Tre Chinese had a standing order with vad for the gallbladder,

as they believed it contained aphrodisiacal powers.,
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At every opportunity Dad would shoulder his gun and head up the
mountain, While hunting one day, he saw a bear standing with

its front feet up on an old fallen tree, He got off a shot but,
due to the cloud of bhlackpowder smoke, could not see if he had
killed the bear or if it was running toward him, so he retreated

in haste. 0On going back later, he found that he had missed and
the bear had pulled a great slab of bark off the log as it bounded

avay in the opposite directilon.

rood supnlies, mall and other necessities were to be had at VWest-
ville, about three miles up the mountain. Winter snows caused
this to be a strenuous trip. pad fashioned a pair of skis, and
after nuch practice was able to get about the country on thenm
fairly well, Another man at the mine also made apair of skis

end the two of thex would often race. ‘the trip up the mountain
to Vestviile took about three hours through the snow, but the

dovmhill run only required a fraction of that time on skis.

On one of these trips for supplies bad brought back a little
black puppy tucked inside his coat with just his nead sticking
out. ‘'hey nared him ‘wonto and he became a much-loved member of
the family. 'wonto grew to be a larsge powerful pooch and vad
took him on many of nis hunts tror deer and bear. LMother felt un-

easy wiaen left alone without ‘wonto's comforting presence.

Oon one of thelr infrequent trips to Auburn, the folks took ‘wronto.
Not having seen another cog since weened from his mother, he 1lit

into every dog he encountered, thinking it just another denizen

- of the wilad.

R
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on erriving bvack at the nine, the folks mounted the high-wire
Dutchman, as the river was high Trom snow run-off. As usual,

Tonto had to swim the river. As they started across they could

see him swimming far pelow, but he had difficulty bucking the
strong current. ‘they watched anxiously and were horrified when i

he was swept over the boilling rapids rar pelow the crossing and

I

disappeared from sight, iother and pad arrived at the cabin and

as they sadly got scttled and started a fire in the stove, thnink-

ing cll the waile wonto was a gonner, there was a scratching at

the door. 'there stood wonto, wet and bedragscled, but with tail

wagginz, Lt goes without saying the folks were overjoyed and
smothered him with afrectlon. Yonto was stiff and sore for days

after, restless and groaning in his sleep as if dreaming of his

o %M" R W e

oraeal.

Une dcy afver vork.vad shot a dplack bear ceught in one of his:
trens up on the mountgin. He was able to drag it dowvm the steen
mountainside to the flat in tront of the cabin where he planned
to skin it. As it was getting dark, lother came out with tae
kerosihe lamp. A rope was thrown over the limb of a tree and
secured to the bear. 'whe job of raising it off the ground was
begun. As Dad would 1lift and heave on the bear, mother woﬁld
snup the free end of the rope with_one hand while holding the
lamp in the other. when they had raised the bear about the
proper height for skinning, the old rope broke. ‘he bear ailt

the ground with a thud and the lamp was olown out. “whe bear-'s

R W L 8

carcass gave off a gurgling sound similar to a "“growl“. In the

excitenent of the moment, and the pitch darkness of a moonless
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night, they both ran for the cabin door, getting there about the
L]
game time, After repaizing Lasip compossuse and having a good

R it

laugh, they went out and finished tne siinning job,

un another occasion a group of wining ensgineering stuaents rrom

& S

a university were making a tour of inspecction of the operations,
One day curing their stay vad asked then if tney would like to
accompany anin to check a trap ne haa set up on the mountain.
They eagcrliy accepbed. Sure enoush, there was a big bear in the
trap. oxcitcment reigned since most of these young men had never
seen a wild bear before. <rhey aceciued to try to bring tiae pear
‘lback to caup alive., There were no tranquilizing darts in fhose
days, so they finally subdued him by nolding him down with a long,
heavy pole. 'fhis was no easy task, as the bear resisted to the
last. He was finally roped to a long stout pole and carricd back

to camp by pany willins h:znds,

‘pad made a steel collar and fastened it around the bear's neck.

A loag chain wasg fastcned to this chd the other end secured to e
large stump. VWhen lir. Bear was made free of his bounds, he jumped
up on the stump. From therehe nade one great bound dowvn the hill
toward freedom, only to come up with é terrific jerk at the end

of the chain. He gathered hinself up, climbed up on the stump,

never to try that again.

D)

Dad fed and watered thet tear ror ceveral months after that and
he became fairly tame. As he was getting fat, the steel collar
started to cut into his neck. Rather than have him go through

the ordeal of choking him down agaln, the superintendent of the
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mine told Dad he would have to be put out of his misery, so Dad

got out his sgix-shooter and c¢id the job,

By now you no doubt have come to the conclusion that this is a
bear story rather than about mining, &y father probably figured
a boy would nmuch rather hear about bear hunting than the comn-

plexities of gold mining,

change of dlet the Tolks woula often fish for trout in the

™

b

‘or

-

lear cold siream below the cabin. ‘whe bottom of a large dishpan

o

could ve covered with beautiful big mountain trout while fishing

from one rock at strecams edge.

vulle working at 3lack Canyon mine, the superintendent died. He

nmust have been a fine man who was well liked by the workers, as

after attending the funeral services, Dad sald he never cared for
t.

organ nusic after tha

Around 1905 a move was nede to auburn wvhere my brother was born i
on April 12. Sonmetime after 1905 my father went to work at Bullion

tine, several miles up the rorest Hill Divide Road and about three

miles angling down into the steep canyon of Bullion Creek, a tri-

butary of the iiddle Fork of the American itiver.

Bullion, during its heyday, was quite a sizeable community of
around one thousand people. <“here was a 50-room hotel, lodge hall,
post office, school stores, blacksmith shop, stables, bunkhouse,
saloon and many workers' cabins, some with families. The office,
near the mining operations, was in o two-story building and con-

tained a large concrete vault where the gold bullion and other
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valuables were kept.

At Bullion lMother was nore contented, as she had the companion-
ship of many other women. Dad played the violin and would often
play at dances held in the lodge hall, accompanied by mother on
the piano, wad would have medo o /004 gshovzian, as he excellesd
at tricks ol meplce, could put on a puppet show, play a harmonica,
jew's harp, tap donce, and haod a good singing voice, BHacl in
the old days Tolls iade theilr own entertainment when living in

these remote mining communities.

pue to the stesn terrain, most of the buildings at Bullion were
set on long underpinnings, or sat on a level spot dug out of the
hillside. A Tew of the cabins were built right over the creek.
“'his is where the Chinesgse workers lived. V\iooden steps and stair-
cases extended from the mzin roadway through town to many of the

bulldings.

It was in April of 1907 that L wvas born in Bullion. ‘The doctor
had been alerted f6 be recady to ride as the time of my arrival
weas getting near. When the time did arrive, the doctor took
the long ride of twenty rniles on horseback to no avall as L1 had
arrived in the meantime with the assiétance of an efficient mid-
wife called Belle. I got a bad start in life, being frail and
sickly, but after a life in the out-orf-doors 1 can be thankful
for vetter than average health noﬁ. '

Some of my father's love of the out-of-doors and fishing'and

hunting nust have rubbed off on me, 1 still plan to go deer

G
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nunting though eligible for medi-Care, I have tagged L6 bucks .
in past years, but must confess I have never bagged a bear althousgh

I have scen quite a few while deer nunting.

While in the Poresthill area in 1963 L had the good fortune to
neet rr Russell rowell who lives at wichigan Bluff., Mr, Powell,
a lonzg-time resident of the area, said he was born at Bullion
and acqualnted with my folks during their stay there. He was
seven years old at the time. Also, he had a picture of the tovm
taken about the turn of the ceantury. He sald electricity was
used at the hotel and in the nine, It came from a generator
quite a distance dovm the creek. mmr. Fowell said he understood
it was put in Tor use in the Sunny South Lilne which was operated
by a bir. Power, After this operstion was abandoned because of

a gqueasy ground condition :iaking the tunnel unstable, lir. Power
made arransements to go into tne Bullion mine where pxr. Weskey
and tx. Crosbey were running a tunnel. iir. Power was to branch
off the main tunnel to hit the Great Channel. §ir. Powers hauled ' -

Vieskey's ore cars for him as he had an electric motor to pull

the cars with.

At first the town was called Centerville, but when they got the
post office, they had to change the name to Bullion as there was
another Centerville in cvalifornia. (There is a Centerville in

Humboldt cvounty and possibly a »ost office was there in the

early days., )

A lady I met in Foresthill said she wondered where the miners had

dumped the tons of beautiful quartz crystals taken from Bullion.

¢
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The Bullion area proved to be in as wild an area and with as
much game as Black Canyon, Both areas especially ideal habitat
for bears, although they ranged high and wide over the entire

American ltiver drainage.

Dad puilt a trece housc over a aeer lick., tie told of staying up
in it too late one day and when darkness overtcok him, riother be-
came worried and had a neighbor hike up the mountain with a lan-
tern to get him. &y cousin Alvin Johnson of Sacramento said he
had seen the tree nouse not too rany yeers ago whille deer hunting

in the area, Other oldtimers o1 the area no doubt remember it.

Dad also built a bear trap on the umountainside, across the creek
from sullion. (I have a picture of aim standing alongside it,)
This trap was bullt of Logs from treces up to a foot in diameter
which were cut right on the spot. 1t was box shaped, about six
feet nigh, six feet wide, eight reet long, and had a heavy door
which was suspended vertically over the entrance. ‘there was =a
small opening on ome side with stcel bars in it. WVhen a bear
went inside and pulled a cow head or other bait_ofr a hook, the
door was triggered, dropping it over the opening, and cutting
off “the bear's only means of escape. ihe riper the bait, the
better. Bears have an cicellent seanse of smell and would be

dravn to the trap from miles around.

ach bear caugnt in the trap woulld tear orf s»linters from the
walls with his teeth and claws until there was quite a pile of

rubble in the bottom of the trap. Dad drove spikes into the .

_wclls to prevent the bears Trom chewlng their way out. He caught

&
&




elght bears in tnis frap during the winter of L906-1907.

the steay at pullion, Gene Lawson, vaé's hslr-

3

sonetime cduring
protier came to visit, Of course he was anxious to sce the trap
5o one dey they headed up the mountain to check it., when they
arrived ct the uvrap tiaey saw tihab éhe ¢oor was aowvn, but on
looking toroush the little balred window they could see nothing of
the occupant., Lvidenuly vhatever was in it had buried itself
unaer tae splinvers in an attempt to hide, bDad struck upon an
idea ctuet soon produced results. ne set fire to a dry branch of

Leaves and poked it taroush the bars of the opening. In an

ant a bear exploded with a roar from under the pile, sending

e
o3
wn
¥
(&3]

splinters, cust and airt Tlying. Gene and my father jumped back
with a start. Dad jokingly told Gene they would get on top of
the trap, open the door and shoot the bear as it ran out. Gene

woulld have ronc of that, so bad dispatched the bear in the usual

(

way by shooting him through the little barred window.

Gene Lawson spent his later years on his ranch near Loomis with

his family.

fhile in the vicinity of roresthill in 1963, I found the location
of Bullion :iline on a map. Cne warm June day I drove out TForest-
nill pivide road scverzl niles to a side road that led to a spot

called vhicken Havk Camnground., I left the car there and followed

1

road up and over the ton or thicken Hawk Ridge. from il

()

an ol
there, the road slanted dovn along the siae of the steep rountain
in a north-eastern direction. rron =y high vantage point I could

see a larger depression I thought would be about wacre Bullion
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Creck flowved, ''he old road haa been little used of late and had
been washed out at several creck crossings, I wondered if this
was the same roadpced my follks had traveled fifty-six years before,
As I walked atong enjoying the profusion of flowers and ferns
elong the banks, ana the {ragrant pine-ccented alr, I imegined
that ny tolks had enjoyed these wonders of nature those nany

vears before,

The roadwvay wound on deeper into the vold. xridges and canyons
carle into view far pelow and eventually joined the main canyon

of the American river., A feeling of awe tingled in ny spine as 1L
nade ry way, as though someone unseen was walking with me to show
me the way to this place where L first saw the light of aay. U1t
was difricult to imagine thet practically every square foot of

this 05t rou country had been scoured for gold by the haray

prospectors in the early days. The map marked the locations of
scores of old mineq scattered ell over this vast basin.

After I had traveled what I thought was the proper distance, and
cane to a flowing strean, I somehow Xnew tinls was the place, al-
thoush there wasn't a bullding standing and everything was over-
grovn by brush and trees. I had learned that a fire had leveled
the town in the 1920¢s, I began to look around the area for sigas
of the tovm. I soon found flat areas dug out of the steep hill-
side and many other telltaLe signs o gn ilnhapited aréa; ‘there
were pieces’or pottery, pans, silverware, old castiron stoves,

bottles, cans, beasteads, etc. All else of an inflammable nature

had been consumed by the fire.

S
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I finally found a trail, formerly o road, leading dovmn through
the willows to the creek wanere L found the tunnel or shaft of
Bullion sine., It was at creck lcvel and the water from seepage
in the shaft and the creck nmingled at the entrancce. Some old

drillheads lay at the mouth of the tunnel, along with railway

=

spikes, ond other iron objects. wsome of the huge rocks in the
crcell bed were drilled to nold bolts ror support of some machinery
or track. There were some concrete walls dovm strean, possibly a

roundation tor a stamp nill.

A short aistance fylim the mine cntrance, up the access road, was

fT diagonally to the left. Here

o

another trail or road lcading
on a leveled-off area L found tae rcmoins of the oftice building.
A1l that rcrmainea of the two-story structure was the massive con-
crete vault with wells a oot or more in tnickness. L1t was possi-
bly ten reet squere and about the saue in heignt. 'The floor level
was about fouxr rTeet off the ground and onc could stand inside
with room to spare. A4 large sate lay rusting out in front of

the door on its side with its door open.

1hat is about all that remains of this once tariving mining com-

munity.

As I sat on a rock down by the creek cont:mplating what I had
seen, L could wvizuzolize what took pnlace those nany years ago waen
we wvere part ot it, the sound of children playing, dogs barking,
teamsters shouting as tnery urged thelr faithful charges on, the

A ore
jingle of hame bells, the rumble of caxr cars, ana the rattle of




