
The Boom and Bust of Central City

KENNETH STEWART

When gold was discovered in the Black Hills of South
Dakota in 1874, a small, partially unexplored region became the
focal point for a new American adventure. Men, money, and
supplies entered the region as fast as transportation facilities
would allow. Deadwood Gulch, which had succeeded Custer as
the center of gold mining, hummed with activity. The
foreboding canyons and ice-cold streams did not hinder the
quest for gold, and for the next thirty years, Americans heard
tales of dreams fulfilled, hopes destroyed, and sometimes, lives
lost. The Black Hills gold rush story has been told by many
men, but not the story of Central City—a boom town that was
the center of early placer and lode mining in the northern Black
Hills. '

The first mining claims in Deadwood Gulch were located on
9 November 1875 by William Gay, Alfred Gay, John B.
Pearson, Daniel Muckle, William Lardner, Ed McKay, Joseph
Englesby, James Hicks, and John Haggard. Soon after,
Deadwood Gulch became filled with men working the placer
ground in every direction. With winter approaching Lardner and
McKay, not having much luck in the placers, buut two cabins
for protection against the winter winds and snow. These crude
structures were the first buildings erected in what was later to
become Central City. Alfred Gay also bunt a cabin about

1. Yankton Press and Dakotan, 21 Nov. 1877; Jack Cannon, "Central City:
Boomtown of the 188O's," Lead Daily Call, 29 Jan. 1950. Placer Mining: the
extraction of gold ore from streams by washing it from the gravel by panning,
rocking, or dredging; lode mining: underground or open-cut mining.
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one-half mile below the Lardner-McKay cabins in an area that
became Gayville, at that time a separate community from
Central City.^

Deadwood Gulch prospered in 1876. Gold production
reached 1.5 million dollars and the population peeked at five
thousand. Most miners made about ten dollars a day and gold
ran from twenty to forty cents a pan. The majority of the men
making profits in the early years were experienced miners, and
many had been mining previously in California or Montana. A
tenderfoot stood little chance of reaping the riches from the
earth without some practical mining experience. If he happened
to make a strike, he usually left most of his treasure in the
gambling houses, saloons, and supply stores along the sides of
Deadwood and Whitewood gulches. ^

On 20 January 1877 a public meeting was held in a mining
camp in Deadwood Gulch to formally incorporate the cluster of
settlements into a town. Wilham Lardner, the "pioneer citizen,"
was appointed chairman. A.H. Loudon was elected secretary,
George Williams, recorder, and a town site committee consisting
of Edward McKay, Frank S. Bryant, and George Williams was
elected to lay out the new town. I.V. Skidmore, a former
resident of Central City, Colorado, officially christened the new
town Central City. Some of the other camps along the
gulches-Gayville, South Bend, Anchor City, Golden Gate,
Blacktail, and Go To Hell Gulch-were later incorporated into
Central City for legal purposes, though each retained its name
for some time.*

By the summer of 1877 Central City and its environs had
about three thousand people. Along the narrow gulches every
kind of business enterprise had been constructed, including long

2. Cleophas C. O'Harra, "Early Placer Gold Mining in the Black Hills," Black
Hills Engineer 19, no. 4{November 1931):353; Annie D. Tallent, 771e .Sfcci////is.' or,
The Last Hunting Grounds of the Dakotahs (St.Louis: Nixon Jones Printing Co.,
1899), p. 529; Watson Parker, Gold in the Black Hills (Nonnan: University of
Oklahoma Press, 1966), p. 96.

3. Parker, Gold in the Blaek Hills, pp. 90-95.

4. Tallent, The Black Hills, p. 528; Mildred Fielder, ed., Lawrence County for
the Dakota Territory Centennial (Lead, S. Dak.: Lawrence County Centennial
Committee, 1960), p. 50.
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lines of saloons and gambling houses and bordellos. Tents.
lean-tos, and log cabins comprised most of the structures. A
wild and wicked city, gunfights and street brawls were common
occurrences. Central City was not, however, slow to bring law
and order and the rudiments of civilization to Deadwood Gulch.
Education and religion were not neglected and in the fall of
1877 a school opened with Dolph Edwards as the schoolmaster.
Judge David B. Ogden conducted a religious revival in the
schoolhouse in 1878 and after the schoolhouse was sold, the
services were conducted in the opera house. In 1879 the
Congregationalists formed a church society and erected a
building with the Reverend B.F. Mñls as their pastor. The
Catholics built their first church soon after.'

Thus, almost overnight Central City had changed its face
from a camp of crowded tents and log shacks to a town of
frame buildings, some two or more stories with an occasional
"fireproof" or brick building. Four lawyers and six doctors
began practicing as early as 1877, and five newspapers were
pubhshed for brief periods during the boom days. James S.
Bartholomew began the Central City Herald in 1877 and
boasted the first steam press in the Black Hills. In December
1877 one creditor tried to collect on his account by seizing the
printing machinery by force and an enraged Bartholomew ran
him off with a double-barreled shotgun. The paper finally went
out of business in 1881. The Central City Champion, published
in 1877-78 by the Sioux City newspaperman Charles Colhns,
was a weekly newspaper and the Central City Enterprise, like
the Herald, was a daily published in 1881-82. Jhs Black Hills
Index began printing in 1882 but lasted less than a year. The
Black Hills Miners' Union published the Blaek Hills Register
from 1885 until the early 1900s, when the newspaper was
moved to Lead. Unfortunately, the only known surviving copies
of Central City newspapers are a few copies of the Black Hills
Register from 1906 and 1907. '

5. Parker, Gold in the Black Hills, p. 96; Tallent, The Black Hills, p. 530.

6. Ja

G. Robinson, Newspapers o
Tallent, The Black Hills, p. 34.
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Placer mining was the major method of locating gold in
Deadwood Gulch in the late 1870s, but some lode mining was
also used. Although placering was easier and cheaper, many
miners knew that the placers could not last forever because
hundreds of operations were rapidly depleting the gravel in the
streams. Many miners combed the huls and the gulches
searching for the source of the ore and then built small one or
two-men lode mines. With the need for milling machinery
imminent, many mining concerns had milling plants and mine
hoists shipped in over the torturous trails from Cheyenne, Fort
Pierre, and Sydney before 1880. Although these mills were
expensive, they could be operated profitably because there were
hundreds of small mines that could not afford to erect their
own mills. Custom milling became a rewarding occupation, and
each mill had enough business to keep it operating for a time,
but by the end of the century, only two mills would be
operating in Central City. By 1877-78 some of the mills
operating near Central City were: Sheldon Edwards Mill (20
stamps), McLaughlin and Cassell Mill (25 stamps), A.P. Moore
and Company Mill (20 stamps), John P. Pearson Mill (20
stamps). Brown and Thums Custom Mill (30 stamps),
Thompson Mill (30 stamps). Central Gold Mining and Milling
Company Mill (20 stamps). Union Mill (25 stamps),
Cunningham, Dorrington and Company Mill (20 stamps). Alpha
Mill (20 stamps), Elliot Lumber Company Gold Mill (20
stamps), Chicago Mill at Anchor City (10 stamps). Badger Mill
(20 stamps), Harlan Mill (20 stamps), Girdler and Orr Mül (10
stamps), Wolsmuth and Goeway Mill (10 stamps). Black Hills
Gold Mining Company Mill (20 stamps), and the Lancaster Mill,
Ledwich Brothers Mill, A.P. Moon and Company Mül, Lower
Central Mill, and several others no doubt hidden away in the
gulches. '

The 1880s was a decade of change in Central City. Rauroads
and oxen teams brought in heavy mining and milling machinery.
The worked-out placer claims and small lode mines were being
replaced by large-scale, well-financed mining operations. Many

7. Charles Collins, Collins' History and Directory of the Black Hills (Central Qty,
Dakota Territory, 1878), pp. 29-31; Tallent, The Black Hilts, pp. 530-31.
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236 South Dakota History

miners, tired of the tedious task of placering with its uncertain
rewards, tumed to working the lode mines where a guaranteed
daily wage would supply the necessities of Ufe. Placering had
been profitable for some. Over four million dollars in gold had
been taken out of Deadwood Gulch between 1875 and 1880
and between six and eight milhon had been recovered from the
entire Black Hills region. Though replaced by lode mining,
placer mining continues today, in a small way, in various creeks
of the hills. "

By the end of 1880 lode mining was the main source of gold
ore. The large DeSmet Mine followed by lesser producers like
the Fairview, Goldfinch, Chief of the Hills, Bessie, Esmeralda,
Hidden Treasure, and Great Eastern, were busy with extensive
programs of exploration and development. By the end of 1881
the DeSmet had paid $310,000 in dividends and the Great
Eastern, a more typical mine of that era, had paid $15,000.
Some of the smaller mines were operating on a grand scale, even
if dividends were small or nonexistent. The Esmeralda was
operating a 60 stamp mill and owned 40 lode mines in 1881.
The Bessie had 2 stamp mills with a total of 50 stamps running
24 hours a day. It was an era when great fortunes were made
and lost overnight and large amounts of capital were spent
erecting large muls and mine plants, often with no vein of gold
to pay for them. It was a time of ghb-tongued speculators and
eminent mining engineers and hard-rock miners and
slippery-fingered gamblers. Mining became big business in
Central City in the 1880s and the progress reports of the
Hidden Treasure Mine were considered far more important than
the tales of murders told in the gambling houses. '

Besides the DeSmet Mine, the Hidden Treasure Mine was
undoubtedly the best known Central City mining operation. In
1876 the Black Hills Gold Mining Company was organized in

8. Francis C. Lincoln, Walter G. Miser, and Joseph B. Ctunmings, The Mining
Industry of South Dakota, South Dakota School of Mines Bulletin no. 17 ([lapid
City; South Dakota School of Mines and Technology, 1937), p. 12; Mildred Fielder,
"Raibroads of the Black Hills," South Dakota Historical Collections 3O(196O):38;
Parker, Gold in the Blaek Hills, p. 93.

9. Blaek Hills of Dakota, 1881 (Deadwood, S. Dak.: Koneer Printing Co., 1881),
p. 21.
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Cheyenne and managed by Captain C.V. Gardner. The company
bought a three-quarter interest in the Hidden Treasure property
for $25,000 and became the first organized mining firm in the
northern hills. '" While consisting of 194 acres of patented
claims, the Hidden Treasure was not a big operation in
production or tonnage of ore, but the mine was unusual because
it was a fossilized placer. The ore ranged from 2 to 12 feet thick
and small veins of fluorite were found during the early years,
but they were not developed. ' ' A Blake Crusher and a Bolthoff
Ball Pulverizer were ordered from a Denver company and the
first quartz crushing mill in the hills was erected by 15 August
1876 and Jabez Chase managed its operation.'^ The pulverizer
proved to be inadequate for the amount of tonnage and it was
dismantled by the end of 1 876, after $20,000 in gold had been
recovered.! 3 The company soon ordered a 20 stamp mill of its
own, but before it could be installed, the Black Hills Gold
Mining Company was forced into litigation with the Aurora
Mine. The legal difficulties lasted for several years, but the
Hidden Treasure reopened until 1890.^''

The Aurora Mine received pubhcity as eariy as 1877.
Cleaphus Tuttle, the manager of the Aurora, located his claim
on ground held by Henry Keets, and a bitter feud between the
two men led to a tragic accident. In August 1877 Tuttle and his
partners pushed a wheelbarrow loaded with explosives up to the
Aurora Mine to blow it up. The Keets and the Aurora mines were
connected by one underground tunnel, each having their own
shafts to lower men and supplies. Keets hurried to his mine and

10. "Days of '76," Deadwood Daiiy Pioneer-Times, 28 July 1961, sec. 5, p. 2.

11. Bureau ol Mines, Biaeic Hiiis Minerai Attas. South Daicota: Part 1 (Washington,
D.C.: Department of the Interior, 1954), p. 84.

12. Leland Case, Guidebooic to the Biack Hiiis and the Badiands (Sturgis, S. Dak.:
Black Hills and Badlands Association, 1949), p. 104.

13. Parker, Gotd in the Btacic Hiits, p. 195.

14. "Days of '76," Deadwood Daity Pioneer-Times, 28 July 1961, sec. 5, p. 2;
Titus E. Corkhill, Report of the Inspector of Mines of South Daicota From December
1. 1890 to December I, 1891 (Deadwood, S. Dak.: Pioneer PubUshing Co., 1891),
p! 9, State Documents Collection, State Historical Society, Pierre, S. Dak.
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The comer of Main and Hidden Treasure
streets in Central City in the early 1880s.
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The Lutey Meat Market in Central City during the propserous 1880s.
The men are identified by numbers: 1. Jack Lutey 2. Herb Knoos

3. James Lutey 4. William Eade.

The Central City school in Hidden Treasure Gulch about 1889.
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ordered his men out and all but one came out, a man named
Norris who was permanently deafened by the mine blast. After
the Aurora was blown up, a gun battle ensued between the
Keets and the Aurora men. The only casualty was Tuttle, shot
through the heart. An armed guard was stationed around the
Keets property, a posse was sent for, and several Keets men
were charged with murder. The jury could not decide which, if
any, of the Keets men were guilty and charges were dropped
against them all. '^

A few months later the Keets Mine was in difficulty again,
Keets had sold the mine to James M. Whitney. In November
1877 Whitney hired Conly to remove ore from the mine. Conly
drew up a contract with a large group of miners and the work
began. After a short time, Conly, short of funds, could not pay
his men. The men decided to strike, stocked the mine with
provisions, set up fortifications, and waited for Whitney to
appear. When Whitney came, he assured the men that he owed
them nothing and that Conly was at fault because he had
overdrawn his account by several thousand dollars. Conly
claimed that Whitney had fixed the books and was lying. Miners
from the neighboring camps joined the strikers and rioting
broke out in the nearby mines in support of the, Keets men.
Sheriff Seth Bullock and a posse were brought in from
Deadwood but could do Httle to appease the strikers.
Eventually, troops were called in from Fort Meade. Lieutenant
Edgerly and ten soldiers arrived at the Keets Mine on 21
November. Although Whitney promised to pay the men, the
strike continued. Finally, Sheriff Bullock ordered all the
entrances to the mine closed except the main shaft, and when
sulphur torches were lighted and dropped into the shaft, all of
the striking miners were out of the mine by 10:00 P.M. on
22 November. "" In spite of all the publicity it received, the
Keets Mine was an unimportant property. It never had a mill of
its own but shipped ore to neighboring custom mills. It yielded

15. Tanent,37ie£fac<;iiz7Zs, pp. 532-34.

16. "Deadwood: Its Situation, Extent and Business," Yankton Press and Dakotan,
21 Nov. 1877.
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A View of the DeSmet Mine and mills at Central City. lOJuly 1886.

The mill was later known as the Mineral Point Mill and was operated

until 1918. Nothing remains of it today.

fifty tons per day and had thirty-five employees at the height of
its production. " Today its location is a mystery to most
people in Central City.

The largest and most important mining operation in Central
City was the Father DeSmet Mining and Milling Company. The
original locators arc not known; however, Fred and Moses
Manual, the discoverers of the Homestake Mine, claim the
honor.'* The Father DeSmet Mine set about doing things in a
big way after it was purchased by Archie Borland. Borland, a
rival of George Hearst, the California financier, had outbid the

17. Jesse Brown and A.M. Willard, The Black Hüls Trails (Rapid City. S. Dak.:
Rapid City Journal PubhsMng Co., 1924), pp. 498-99.

18. Mildred Fielder, The Treasure of Homestake Gold (Aberdeen, S. Dak.: North
Plains Press, 1970), p. 25.
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Hearst interests for the DeSmet." In September 1877 the
company ordered a 60 stamp mill from the Union Iron Works
of San Francisco. The mill, along with an 80 stamp mill ordered
by Homestake, was shipped by rail to Sydney, Nebraska, and
then hauled by bull team to the Black Hills. The two mills
arrived early in 1878 with a freight bul of $33,000 from the
bull team alone. 2" By 1879 the DeSmet had 80 stamps
operating and 3 additional mills were ordered. The mine was
yielding $60,000 per month and processing ore valued as high as
$12,000 per ton. Gus Bowie, a German mining engineer
educated at the Freiburg Mining University and author of the
Hydraulic Miners' Manual, managed the DeSmet for a salary of
$1,500 per month and a two-year contract. Reflecting Bowie's
skill, the DeSmet was a marvel in efficient and safe mining and
milling methods. He hired only the skilled, including a former
hotel chef. Aunt Louise Marshbanks, who cooked for the
company table. ̂ '

Almost as soon as the Homestake Mining Company was
organized, the new owners, the Hearsts of Califomia, sought to
gain control of most of the productive mines in the area. The
Homestake was able to obtain almost immediate control over
the Caledonia, the Deadwood Terra, and the Golden Star.
George Hearst, the Homestake "Baron," tried unsuccessfully to
buy the DeSmet as early as 1877, but the DeSmet owners
wanted far too much money and refused an offer of $700,000
during their first year of production. Hearst had said that the
DeSmet "is the greatest gold mine yet discovered in the world.
The DeSmet pay streak is over 400 feet wide." Consequently,
Homestake resorted to buying shares of the DeSmet when they
became available on the market. The DeSmet-Homestake feud

19. George W. Stokes and Howard R. Driggs, Deadwood Goid (Chicago, IU.:
World Book Co., 1926), pp. 115, 122.

20. Brown and Willard, The Btack Hiiis Traiis, p. 497; Oeophas C. O'Harra, "An
Early Magazine Article on the Black Hills," Pahasapa Quarteriy 5, no. 4(June
1916):27.

21. Parker, Gotd in the Btack Hiiis, p. 195; Stokes and Driggs, Deadwood Goid,
pp. 122-23.
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culminated in the Boulder Gulch-Foster Gulch water fight in
1879.^^ Both placer and lode mines need plenty of water.
Placers depend on water to wash the gold out of the sand and
gravel, and lode mines maintain extensive milhng operations
that require constant supphes of water for crushers and washers.
Thus, control of the water rights was important. ̂ ^

The Foster Gulch Water Company and the Boulder Gulch
Water Company were important holders of water rights in and
along Deadwood Gulch. The Foster Company was anxious to
sell its ditch to the DeSmet since part of the ditch fiowed on
DeSmet property. Bowie was not, however, anxious to purchase
the water ditch and so Foster promptly sold the ditch to the
Homestake, which had no use for it. Then, Bowie bought the
Boulder ditch, which was important to the Homestake
operations. The Homestake went to court and tried to obtain
the Boulder ditch, reasoning that the DeSmet could not use the
Boulder diteh in its operations and was holding it illegally. The
DeSmet then offered free water for one year to the city of
Deadwood. The city commissioners, after much debate, placed
the matter before the people, and they voted against using the
free water from the DeSmet. The Homestake won the water
rights to Boulder Gulch, paid $30,000 to the DeSmet, and
returned Foster ditch. By 1881 the Homestake had bought
enough stock in the DeSmet to take controlling interest. Archie
Borland and Gus Bowie left the Black Hills and the Homestake
appointed J.C. McDonald as manager of the DeSmet, who was
soon replaced by Harry M. Gregg.^'^

Along with the mining operations. Central City was also the
scene of two unique business enterprises in the 1880s—Black
Hills gold jewelry and Gold Nugget beer. The Frank L. Thorpe
Company, originators and manufacturers of the now famous
Black Hüls gold jeweky, was founded in Central City. In 1876
John B. LeBeau and Joseph King eame to Central City from

22. Fielder, The Treasure of Homestake Gold, pp. 4849 , 69, 93.

23. Stokes and Driggs, Deadwood Gold, p. 126.

24. Ibid., pp. 127-30, 132, 148; Fielder, The Treasure of Homestake Gold, p. 109.
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California's mining country and set up a small jewelry store.
They brought with them the patterns that are now
world renowned. Two years later Charles Barclay and S.T.
Butler came from Virginia City, Montana, with additional
patterns to continue and further develop the manufacturing
process. Butler has passed the process down to the present
generation and Black Hills gold jewelry is still a family-owned
operation. Barclay continued his operation in Central City until
1886, then he moved to Lead. The jewelry is now manufactured
in Deadwood.^^

Henry Rosenkranz and Sam Kaiser founded the Black Hills
Brewing Company in the 1880s and their Gold Nugget beer was
successful for many years. Around the turn of the century,
Rosenkranz bought a saloon in Central City and sold the
brewery to the Minneapohs Brewing Company. Henry B.
Schlichting was appointed the general manager. He was an
extremely popular man and the citizens of Central City were
frequent visitors to the brewery where the jovial brewers
dispensed as much of the sparkling refreshment as the visitors
could drink. The company also distributed slugs to its
employees that could be dropped into a dispenser at the plant
and one glass of beer would pour out.

South Dakota voted in prohibition in 1916. Schlichting was
forced to discontinue a long-favored Black Hills product. The
company then brought out a soft drink named Cherry Blossom,
but because of its unpopular taste, a few hops were added. The
state officials found that the soft drink was too close to a
genuine beer and ordered it destroyed. Schlichting sent out an
invitation to all the citizens of Central City and neighboring
towns to come to the brewery. There, he and his employees
invited them all to drink as much of the soft drink as they
could. It was a big event in Central City. Everyone most
certainly imbibed until they could not hold another drop, and
still there were barrels of the refreshment left in the storehouse.
At last Schlichting ordered his employees to roll the barrels
down to Deadwood Creek and pour the contents into the

25. Fielder, ed., Lawrence County for the Dakota Territory Centennial, p. 53.
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stream. It is said that there was not a dry eye among those who
witnessed this event, and people in Central City still talk about
the day that Deadwood Creek had a head on it.̂ ""

The Black Hills Brewing Company continued to operate for
several years after that somber day and it produced a Une of
genuine soft drinks. Schlichting resigned soon after the
Deadwood Creek event and moved to California where he died
in 1920. Armin Neubert replaced him as manager. Later, the
company introduced a drink called Byro, which was too close
to real beer, and again state officials ordered its production
stopped. This time, the company closed. The old brewery was
torn down and the Black Hills Brewing Company and its Gold
Nugget beer became just a memory.^'

The water rights question was settled, the mines and mills
were operating, and Central City was prospering. Then disaster
struck in 1883. On 11 May the Ten Mile Ranch sent word down
to Deadwood that everyone should be on the lookout for a
flood. Flood watchers soon reported that Whitewood Creek was
rapidly rising. Goods were removed from buudings that were
close to the stream and houses were evacuated in Central City,
Gayville, and Deadwood. Hard snows and heavy spring rains had
precipitated a wall of water that came from the Bald Mountain
district, northwest of Central City, through Nevada Gulch; from
the Elk and Bear Butte creeks through Grizzly Gulch; and from
the divide between Deadwood and Whitewood creeks through
Gold Run and other tributaries into Whitewood Gulch.^*

Central City, up the gulch from Deadwood, was hit first by
the swirling flood waters. The damage was extensive. The mills
along the gulches were uprooted and turned into kindling by
the boiling waters. The Caledonia Mill vanished and the loss was
estimated at two thousand dollars and the Cassell Custom Mill
was badly damaged. Mrs. Pat Early's boarding house was swept

26. Mildred Fielder, "The Day the Breweiy Died," Old West 3, no. 2(Winter
1966):28-30.

27. Ibid., p. 30.

28. "The Floods," Black Hills Journal (Deadwood), 25 May 1883.
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away and eight to ten buildings were blown up with "giant
powder" to make room for the rushing torrent. Many small
miners' homes were washed away. The Henry Rosenkranz home
was destroyed and the buuding was later found in the creek.
Mrs. Rosenkranz, the wife of the Central City brewer,
personally went up to the brewery and supervised the task of
pumping the nine feet of water from the cellars. The brewery's
ice house was lost, resulting in warm beer that summer. Central
City's finest hotel, the Occidental, was destroyed along with ten
cabins nearby. In South Bend the E.G. Phillips Store was
completely tumed around on its foundation.^'

Central City was not the only city hit by the flood waters;
nearly every community from Belle Fourche to Keystone
suffered losses. The lower portion of Spearfish along the
Spearfish Creek was entirely flooded by 18 May and many
houses, fences, and crops in Spearfish valley were also
destroyed. A portion of Fort Meade was inundated, but no
great damage was reported. Several houses in Crook City were
carried away. Galena, the little silver mining town southeast of
Lead City, suffered heavy damage as business places and homes
were washed away along with great piles of lumber. Damage at
Galena was estimated between five and ten thousand dollars.
Lead City, high above the flood level, suffered severe damage to
all of its mines from the flooding. Ten levels of the Terra Mine
in Terraville collapsed due to water pressure. No injuries were
reported in the mine, however. Roehford, Castle Creek, Spring
Creek, Pactóla, Rockerville, and Pennington sustained moderate
damage to flumes, crop lands, and small buildings. Dangers from
unsatisfactory sanitary conditions threatened the camps.
Scarlatina was reported in Lead City, but no major epidemic
arose.^^

Shortages of materials and supplies made recovery a slow
process in the northern Black Hills. The loss of bridges and
roads took many months to repair. The important

29. Black Hills Daily Times (Deadwood), 25 May liii; Black Hills Daily Pioneer
(Deadwood), 18 May, 22 May 1883.

30. Blaek Hills Daily Times, 25 May 1883; Black Hills Daily Pioneer, 22 May
1883.
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Deadwood-Gayville toll road was completely destroyed and was
repaired at a cost of over four thousand dollars. Thirty-six
bridges were washed-out in a ten-mile stretch of the Whitewood
Creek. For a time many considered abandoning both Central
City and Deadwood and building a new town on higher ground.
Azby A. Choteau from Minnesela, three miles southeast of Belle
Fourche, offered the citizens of the crippled towns 160 acres if
they would remove the standing buildings to Minneseia and
rename the town Deadwood. Because this would inconvenience
the miners, the plan was dropped. The mines were reopened.
The Cassell Mill reported that it was operating on ores from the
Minerva and the High Lode mines on 27 May, and the
Homestake sponsored a grand ball on 15 June to aid the victims
of the flood.''

The remaining placer mines suffered heavy damage.
Thousands of tons of gold-bearing gravel were stripped from the
streambeds and sent on down to the Cheyenne River. From
Pemlicao to the mouth of Poorman Gulch the Deadwood Creek
was ground-sluiced to bedrock. Typical of the damage was that
done to the ciaims of Allen and Thompson. One hundred feet
of the lower end of their flume were washed away and some
three hundred feet of the ñume were filled with rock and
sediment. The repairs required the labors of many men and
considerable time. The loss of the placer gold, however, could
never be replaced and a contemporary mining man stated that
the flood of 1883 brought the demise of placer mining in
Central City years earlier than it would have come. '^

After recovering from the flood of 1883, another disaster
struck Centrai City in 1888. Lawrence Belliveau operated a
successful restaurant in Central City. He had operated a similar
business in another gold camp but had lost it in a fire. Because
of the fire danger in the city, he had impressed upon his
employees the importance of watching for hot embers in the
stove and of being extra careful with the ashes. According to a

31. Biacic Hiiis Daiiy Pioneer, 18 May, 26 May, 27 May 1883; Biack Hiiis Daiiy
Times, 22 May 1883.

32. "Floaters," Btack Hiiis Daiiy Times, 22 May 1883; James Hill, Central City,
interviewed in August 1963.

Copyright © 1972 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.



248 South Dakota History

local legend, Belliveau was returning from a business trip and
noticed fiâmes leaping from his restaurant. He supposedly
turned tail and ran f'rom Central City and was never heard from
again.^^ The fire began about 5:30 A.M. on Wednesday, 25
April 1888 in Belliveau and Jensen's restaurant in the heart of
Central City's business district. How it started has never been
exactly determined; however, it was supposed that the stove,
still warm from the previous evening's culinary service, was the
culprit. When discovered, the buüding was entirely ablaze. The
fire spread quickly from one tinder-box frame building to
another, helped by a strong breeze. When the astonished
citizens came to the rescue, they found that the water mains
were almost completely dry. And, by the time a bucket brigade
was organized, the entire block was Uvid with the flickering
tongues of fire. A call was placed to Deadwood and Lead City
for equipment and men. Mayor Sol Starr of Deadwood arrived
with hose carts and the hook and ladder companies. The Lead
City fire brigade arrived soon after. The lack of a competent fire
department in Central City, coupled with the severe water
problem, hampered efforts to save the town. All structures in
the path of the fire were blown up and many supplies and store
fixtures were rapidly moved into the streets, cellars, or
fire-proof vaults, which were buut into the sides of the hiüs that
ring the town.^*

However, all efforts proved futile and within one-half hour,
one-quarter mile of the city's business district was a massive ball
of flames. Firemen from the neighboring communities set up
fire posts along the edge of the city to protect the nearby towns
and to wateh in horror as an important town of the Black Hüls
disappeared in a fiery furnace. Four fifty-pound barrels of
powder were reportedly used to blow up one of the buüdings
and the explosion supposedly could not be heard over the roar
of the fire. One hundred and forty buildings were destroyed in
the fire and the damage was estimated at over two-hundred
thousand dollars. Luckily, no lives were lost. Most of the

33. Lambert Florin, Ghost Town Trails (Seattle, Wash.: Superior Publishing Co.,
1963), p. 88.

34. Black Hills Weekly Times (Deadwood), 28 Apr. 1888.
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owners announced that they would rebuud, including
Belliveau—which destroys a fine legend. Central City was never
the same again.'^

The 1890s was a period of speculative mining. New mining
companies were organized and promoted throughout the entire
Black Huls region. Promoters and investors rushed to Ragged
Top, Balmoral, Dacey, Terry, Carbonate, and Maitland.̂ *" But,
the magic of the 1870s and 1880s was gone. No longer was the
mining activity centered in Central City, but in Deadwood and
Lead City. By 1899 only the Mineral Point (DeSmet) Mill and
the Deadbroke Mill were operating in Central City. ̂ ''

During the early 1900s several mines were reopened in the
Central City area. The Columbus-Consolidated Mining Company
took control of 645 acres north of the Deadwood Creek in
1902. The property included the old Columbus Mine and the
Ruth and Lardner 10 stamp mill. The company also purchased a
20 stamp cyanide mill from the defunct Baltimore and
Deadwood Company, located at Gayville. The Columbus Mill
operated on Deadwood ores from Rossiter, Dalton, and L and F
claims.^* The Columbus shaft was deepened to a three
compartment 500 foot shaft. The Columbus Mill ceased
operations in 1904, but the company spent considerable time
and money exploring the bottom of the shaft. Not discovering a
vein of gold, the company ceased operations in 1906 and the
Homestake Mining Company purchased it in 1912. They have
not operated it since. The Imperial Gold Mining and Milling
Company operated a group of claims in Blacktail Gulch
between 1902 and 1912. fhe company owned a 200 ton

35. Ibid.

36. Watson Parker, Black Hills Ghost Towns and Others (Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 1954), pp. 5, 9, 11, 30.

37. Dunn, ed., "Central City: A Dakota Territory Pioneer," p. 16; TaUent, The
Black Hills, f. 351.

38. Deadwood ores: a conglomerate of pebbles and small boulders of quartz,
quartzite, amphibolite, schist, hematite, and other detrital material, cemented with a
matrix of fine sandy material together with silica or calcium carbonate or both; often
referred to as cement rock, and where it is gold bearing, as cement ore. Cleophas C.
O'Harra and Joseph P. ConnoUy, Mineral Wealth of the Black Hills, South Dakota
School of Mines Bulletin no. 16 (Rapid City: South Dakota School of Mines and
Technology, 1929), pp. 137-71.
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cyanide mill in Deadwood, which operated between 1902 and
1908. The Carroll group of 12 claims owned by the Beltram
Mining Company were producing ore in the early 1900s. The
Carroll had produced $50,000 in gold and silver in 1897. The
Deadbroke Mine was operated until 1905 by the Phoenix
Mining Company. ^' The Kicking Horse group produced about
one-hundred thousand dollars in gold and silver before it was
shut down in 1916. The Gladiator, or Cutting Mine, operated
from 1900 to 1916 and again from 1921 to 1925. The firm
buut a 50-ton-per-day oil-notation mill in 1925, but it operated
only for a few months."*" The Gustin and the Redemption claims
were operated by the Jupiter Gold Mining Company about
1902. The mine was located about one-half mile north of
Central City and produced $15,000 in gold in 1903, when the
company suspended its operation. The Minerva, which
produced $16,000 in gold from 5,143 tons of ore in 1893, was
operating in 1903 and was later leased to the Jupiter Company.
Even the famous old Hidden Treasure was reopened in 1913 by
the Hoosier Mining Company, headed by Banks Stewart of
Deadwood."' The company confined its work to the
development of the mine, and a new shaft was put down to the
depth of 200 feet with crosscuts running 100 feet east and
west.*^ The mine was left to fill with water in 1916 when no
new vein of ore was located. It was eventually acquired by
Homestake. Some exploration on the small veins of fiuorite was
done during World War II, but nothing further has been done.
The most important mine, the DeSmet, renamed the Mineral
Point by Homestake, ceased operations in October 1918

39. Bureau of Mines, Black Hills Mineral Atlas, pp. 76-77, 80.

40. Oil-tlotation Process: oil and air are introduced to pulp ore and tlie pulp is
kept in a steady mix; the colloid action of the oil draws the mineral from the hase
materials, and air bubbles percolate it to the surface where the natural tension keeps
it floating while the residue wastes sink to the bottom of a settling tank. T.H.
Watkins, Gotd and Silver in the West (Palo Alto, Calif.: American West Publishing
Co., 1971), p. 197.

41. Bureau of Mines, Black Hills Mineral Atlas, pp. 79, 83-84; Lincohi, Miser, and
Cummings, The Mining Industry of South Dakota, p. 108.

42. Otto EUerman, Twenty-sixth Annual Report of the State Inspector of Mines
for the State of South Dakota Year Ending December 31, 1915 (n.p., 1915), p. 10,
State Documents Collection, State Historical Society, Pierre, S. Dak.
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The Homestake Cyanide Sand-treatment Plant in ¡908. The plant
was operated fro?n 1901 until the 1930s, and after being used as a
skating rink for many years, it was razed in 1965.

The remains of the fifty-ton-oil flotation mill of the National Gold
Mining Company in 1953. The mill was operated as the Gladiator
from 1900 to 1916 and as the Cutting from 1916 to 1925.

' ^ '
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Central City in the winter of
1908 and Gay ville in the

winter of 1902.
In Gayville the mill with

the two smokestacks is the
Baltimore and Deadwood Mill,

later called the
Columbus Consolidated Mill
The mill behind the house is

the Cook Custom Mill
and to the right is

the Homestake Cyanide
Sand-treatment Plant.
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A Fourth of July celebration in Central City
around the turn of the century. The building
with the second story windows with half-
moon tops to the right is the present
Turgeon's Supper Club. The DeSmet Mill and
the Black Hills Brewery (white peaked roof)
are in the upper left corner.
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^ Fourth of July celebration in Central City around the tum of the century.

The Central City hose team getting ready for a race about } 904.
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A view of the Main Street of

Central City in 1950 and a panoramic

view of Central City in the fall of 1971.
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because of the rising costs of production and the shortage of
workers due to the war. In 1902 the construction of a
sand-tailings plant was completed by the Homestake at Gayvüle.
The plant, known locally as Cyanide No. 2, operated untü 1934
and provided jobs for some of Central City's residents. After it
closed, it was used for a number of years as a skating rink. It
was razed in May 1965."^

A small revival in mining activities occurred throughout the
entire Black Hills in the 1930s. In the late 1920s several mining
companies had begun exploring the hundreds of nonoperative
mines. As late as 1926 only the Homestake was in actual
mineral production.'*'' By 1935, however, 15 lode mines and
199 placers were producing gold and silver. Several of these
operations had a direct effect on Central City. Because of the
depression many men were willing to rework the plaeers and
reopen once worthless lode mines believing that perhaps a
placer pocket, or vein of ore, would be found that had been
overlooked by previous operations. This brought some measure
of prosperity. The Bald Mountain Mining Company, which
reopened its properties at Trojan southwest of Central City in
1928, and the Canyon Corporation at Maitland northwest of
Central City gave added employment to the miners living in
Central City and the surrounding communities. Only the placer
operations in Deadwood and Sheeptail creeks were operated by
Central City people. The period of prosperity was short lived
and by 1939 the number of mining operations had dwindled to
6 lode mines and 2 placers."*' Today, the only mining operation
at Central City is the Bobtail Placer, which operates solely for
the tourist.

Today, looking at the conglomeration of buildings in

43. Bureau of Mines, Black Hills Mineral Atlas, p. 84; Fielder, The Treasure of
Homestake Gold, p. 247; James Dunn, ed., "The Northside Tailings Plant," SAo/p
Bits 16, no. 10(November 1965):14.

44. Otto Ellerman, State of South Dakota Thirty-sixth Report of the State Mine
Inspector for the Calendar Year Ended December 31, 1926 to the Governor of South
Dakota (Pierre. S. Dak.: Hippie Printing Company, 1926), pp. 5-7, State Documents
Collection, State Historical Society, Pierre, S. Dak.

45. Lincoln, Miser, and Cummings, The Mining Industry of South Dakota, p. 15;
H.H. Stewart, State of South Dakota Annual Report of the Inspector of Mines for
the Calendar Year Ended December 31, 1939 to the Governor of South Dakota (n.p.,
1939), p. 4, State Documents Collection, State Historical Society, Pierte, S. Dak.
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This Central City building survived the flood of 1883 and the
flre of 1888. It has served as a post office and a drug store with
lodge rooms upstairs. Recently, it was Jim Hill's Rock Shop.
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The Central, Golden, and
Terraville Hose Company fire-

house at the corner of
Hidden Treasure and

Main streets in the fall
of 1971.

Central City, it is hard to visualize that this is where the story of
gold mining in the northern Black Hills began. Few monuments
to past glories remain—the Black Hills Brewery, the Father
DeSmet Mill, the rows of saloons and stores are but memories.
The old Central, Golden, and Terraville Hose House is still
standing, but it has been replaced by a modern firehouse on
main street. From a booming town of 3,000 in the 1 870s to
648 in 1905, 262 in 1915, 189 in 1925, and 188 in 1970,
Central City has declined in population, except for the brief
boom in the 1930s, when, in 1935 the population was 268.'"'
And, when the post office closed on 12 November 1971,
Central City officially became a ghost town."''

46. S. Dak., Department of History, "Table XII, Population Statistics," Second
Census of the State of South Dakota Taken in the Year 1905 (Aberdeen: News
Printing Co., 1905), p. 68; "Table XX, Population Statistics," Tliird Census of the
State of South Dakota Taken in 1915 (Sioux Falls: Mark Scott Press, 1915), p. 128;
"Table IV, Population Statistics," Fifth Census of the State of South Dakota Taken
in 1935 (n.p., 1935), p. 50; U.S., Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census,
1970 Census of Population: Sou th Dakota Final Population Coun ts. Advance Report.
November 1970, p. 9.

47. Stan llndstrom, "Central City Post Office Closing Stirs Memories,"
Deadwood Daily Pioneer-Times, 12 Nov. 1971.
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