






The Civil War Shaped Early Montana Life

The Civil War was far away, but it infl uenced life here in many ways. 
People on both sides of the war felt passionately about issues like slav-
ery, states’ rights, and freedom. They named Confederate Gulch, Yankee 
Flats, and Unionville to express their sentiments. Southerners fi rst named 
Alder Gulch “Varina,” after Varina Davis, the wife of Jefferson Davis, who 
was the president of the Confederate States. Northerners changed the 
town’s name to Virginia City. 

When President Abraham Lincoln was assassinated in 1865, many 
southern sympathizers rejoiced, to the horror of Union loyalists. Young 
Mollie Sheehan of Virginia City danced for joy with her classmates—until 
she got home and received a stern lecture from her Unionist father. 

Civil War politics continued to drive the political life of Montana 
Territory. Most of the new Montanans were Democrats, and many of 
them were loyal to the South. The president and his administration were 
Republicans. They appointed many northern Republican governors. 
Some Republicans, like Governor Edgerton, would not compromise with 
Democrats at all because they thought all Democrats were traitors. 

After Edgerton, most of Montana’s territorial governors were strangers 
to Montana and totally unfamiliar with its land, people, and problems. 
This made citizens feel that their government did not represent them 
very well. All this led to many fi ghts over politics in Montana. It took 

FIGURE 6.18: You call this a governor’s 
mansion? This simple log home was the 
residence of Sidney Edgerton, Montana 
Territory’s fi rst governor, in 1863. 
Edgerton’s niece, Lucy Darling, also used 
this cabin as Bannack’s fi rst schoolhouse.
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a long time for Montana—and the rest of 
the nation—to recover from the trauma of 
the Civil War. 

Gold Led to Silver 
By the early 1870s most of the loose, rela-
tively easy-to-get gold in the streambeds 
was gone. Miners knew that rich veins
(layers) of gold lay deep within the cliffs 
and rocks of mountainsides. Getting at that 
gold would require a different method of 
mining altogether. 

How would you get gold out of a rock 
mountain? Gold and silver lie in veins that are embedded (set solidly) in 
the surrounding rock. Usually, the rock around gold is quartz, so recover-
ing the gold from the rock is called quartz mining (hard-rock mining).

Quartz mining required large, expensive equipment that was diffi cult to 
transport and required many workers to operate. Placer mining could be 
done by individuals, but only big businesses could tackle quartz mining. 
Big companies formed to bring in mining equipment and hire workers. 

The miners dug deep shafts and tunnels into hillsides. They dug ore 
(rock containing precious metals) from inside the shafts and sent the 
ore out in buckets or carts pulled by mules. These loads of ore went to 
a stamp mill, or dry-crushing mill, which usually stood near the mine. 
The stamp mill was a huge rock crusher that turned cabbage-sized rocks 
into fi ne sand.

At fi rst stamp mills only crushed the rock so it could be shipped to 
other places for refi ning (separating precious metal from rock). Later, 
mine workers washed the crushed rock with chemicals to refi ne it fur-
ther before shipping out the gold ore. 

Some stamp mills also yielded other precious metals like silver, cop-
per, and zinc that appeared in the same rock as the gold. To early gold 
miners those other metals were a nuisance, but later they became even 
more important than gold.

The problems of transportation plagued the quartz miners. In 1864 
a mine owner named Turnley bought a ten-stamp quartz mill and tried 
to ship it to Grizzly Gulch (near Helena). The fi rst train it was on was 
burned by robbers. The wrecked mill was repaired and shipped by 
steamboat to Fort Benton, but the steamboat broke a shaft. 

The crew fi nally unloaded the mill at Cow Island, 120 miles down-
stream from Fort Benton. Then Turnley had to hire a freight train to haul 
the stamp mill in pieces to Grizzly Gulch, where it arrived—a year and 
a half after Turnley bought it—costing more in freight than the mill had 
cost to purchase. Quartz miners, merchants, and most travelers could 
not wait until railroads came to Montana. 

April 15, 1865—News this morning of the 
assassination of President Lincoln. Such a 
general feeling of Horror, grief, indigna-
tion I never before witnessed and never 
expect to witness again. At 10 o’clock 
stores closed. Billiard Saloon closed. 
During the day a couple of men arrested 
at Camp Douglass for expressing joy at 
Lincoln’s death.”—JAMES KNOX POLK MILLER, A CLERK IN VIRGINIA CITY, WRITING IN HIS DIARY 

“



Butte and the Silver Boom
In the 1870s Butte’s placer gold mines began to dry up. Miners deserted 
the camps for richer grounds. By 1874 so many claims had been aban-
doned in the West that Congress passed a law requiring miners to per-
form a certain amount of work on their claims before January 1, 1875,
or lose them. Many just let their claims expire. 

Not Bill Farlin. On New Year’s Eve 1874—the day before the dead-
line—Farlin went back to one of his old claims near Butte. Here he had 
found quartz rock bearing silver, gold, and copper nearly ten years 
before. When Farlin sank the fi rst shafts into the hillside, he struck a 
silver vein that was rich beyond belief. 

Dying as a gold camp, Butte sprang to life again as a silver camp. 
Miners scrambled to attract investors to help them build new mines. 
Workers from around the world fl ocked to Butte. Railroad companies 
started competing to lay the fi rst track into Montana. Other silver-
mining towns sprang up—Granite, Castle, Philipsburg, Elkhorn, Glendale, 
Neihart, and Hecla. 

In 1876 the United States Mint began buying Montana’s silver to 
mint (make) into coins. Across America, coins made from Montana 
silver jingled in people’s pockets. By 1880 Montana was producing more 
silver than gold.

Then, in 1880, the fi rst railroad entered Montana Territory—the Utah 
and Northern Railroad (see Chapter 9). The Great Northern and the 
Northern Pacifi c came by different routes a few years later. Once rail-
roads arrived, mining companies could bring in heavy equipment. They 
could ship ore and other raw materials back to eastern markets far more 
quickly. Large-scale quartz mining developed in Montana only after the 
railroads came. 

Boom to Bust: 
The Pattern Continues

Silver mining repeated the 
same boom-and-bust cycle 
that began with placer gold 
mining. Silver discoveries 
created a sudden burst of 
economic activity and trig-
gered a new fl ood of immi-
grants into Montana. 

But the boom lasted less 
than 15 years. In 1893 the 
government canceled its sil-
ver contracts, and the silver 
market collapsed. Overnight, 

FIGURE 6.19: Stamp mills, like the one 
shown below, were large machines that 
lifted heavy steel blocks and dropped 
them onto the ore to crush it. The crushed 
ore was then passed through screens to 
settling vats, where it was washed with 
chemicals to isolate the precious metals. 
Each stamp weighed between 500 and 
750 pounds—the most a pack animal 
could carry.
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silver mines across the West closed. Many of 
Montana’s silver-mining towns were aban-
doned as people fl ed to fi nd new jobs. People 
left furniture behind, curtains in the windows, 
and children’s toys in the yards.

Just a few years later, silver prices re-
bounded. Some of Montana’s silver mines 
sprang to life again. Ghost towns once again 
became bustling communities. The lives of 
mining towns always relied on prices and 
conditions determined far away.

Like the placer gold rushes, the silver 
boom changed Montana in many ways. It 
drew huge investments from people out-

side the region. Silver connected Montana’s economy with the nation’s 
economy. Montana became strongly infl uenced by people and corpora-
tions far away from here. This pattern of infl uence by outside interests 
continued long after the silver boom was over.

Two Ways of Life Converge
In the 30 years after prospectors struck gold in Montana, mines, towns, 
road networks, and steamboat ports developed across the territory. The 
nation’s economy came to rely on the wealth of Montana’s resources. In 

1870 there were 20,595 non-
Indian settlers living here, 
with more arriving every 
day. By 1890 the number 
of non-Indian settlers had 
risen to nearly 143,000. 
The settlers celebrated the 
growth—to them, every new 
town, school, mine, or church 
spoke to Montana’s bright 
future. But as the newcomers 
put down roots, Montana’s 
Indian tribes looked for ways 
to protect their territory.

Granite: The Town 

That Might Never Have Been

Charles McClure, a foreman at the Hope Mine at Philipsburg, 

just knew that an outcropping of rock on nearby Granite 

Mountain would contain silver. He gathered together some 

St. Louis investors and began exploring the mountain. The in-

vestors quickly lost interest, and they cabled McClure to stop 

operations at the new mine. The telegram took a while to reach 

him. As he read it, a new shift had just begun setting up for 

work. McClure watched them set and blow the last shot of 

powder. The fuse lighted, the last shot fi red, and a shower of 

silver ore rained down on the muckers’ planks. In one blast 

Charles McClure became one of the richest miners of his time. 

Granite Mountain produced more than $50 million in silver.

FIGURE 6.20: When the silver crash 
closed down the Bi-metallic and Granite 
Mountain silver mines, 3,000 people 
left Granite in one day. “It was the most 
complete desertion I have ever seen,” 
one witness said. When silver prices 
rebounded three years later, Granite’s 
mine complex became the biggest silver 
mine in the world—for a time. Only two 
people lived in Granite when American 
painter Muriel Sibell Wolle (1898–1977) 
painted this image in 1954. 



Placer miners used simple tools. They purchased no 

land and needed little money. All they needed was a 

pick, a shovel, a pan, some water, and plenty of muscle. 

Miners looked for places where erosion (the wearing 

away of soil and rock by ice, water, or wind) might have 

washed gold nuggets or fl akes out of the hills and into 

the streambeds. The term placer mining comes from 

the Spanish word placer, meaning “sand bank.” 

Picking and panning: The placer miner explored a 

creek bed or gully, driving his pick into a sandstone 

ridge looking for color. At the creek’s edge he dipped 

a ridged pan into the gravel, swirled the dirt and gravel 

around in the water, and checked the bottom of the 

pan for gold fl akes or nuggets. Because gold is heavier 

than dirt and rock, it sinks to the bottom of the pan 

while the sand and stones wash off the top.

Staking a claim: When a miner found some gold, he 

posted a notice claiming a certain length of the creek. 

This was called staking his claim. The claim gave him 

the right to work that stretch of gully and to keep what-

ever gold he found there. The claim also guaranteed 

access to water from that creek to use in his mining 

operation. Water was critical to placer mining.

Rocker and sluice: If a spot looked promising, the 

miners shifted to larger operations so they could wash 

the dirt and gravel faster. They used simple tools, water, 

and gravity. 

Placer Mining Required 
Simple Tools and Hard Work

How It Worked

FIGURE 6.21: Gold panning was the simplest 
way to remove loose gold dust and nuggets 
from a streambed.

FIGURE 6.22: A rocker was a good two-man 
method for removing loose gold from dirt 
and gravel. One man shoveled dirt and 
gravel while the other worked the rocker.



The rocker was a large wooden bucket that rocked 

back and forth like a cradle. Miners shoveled dirt into 

the upper end, poured water over it, and rocked it 

back and forth. The fi ner material washed through a 

hole in the bottom, and the gold collected in ridges, 

called cleats, along the bottom of the rocker. The 

rocker was a good two-man method. With one fellow 

constantly shoveling gravel and the other rocking 

the rocker, a pair could process 200 buckets of gravel 

in a day.

If there was enough water nearby, the men built a 

sluice (a long wooden trough with an open top and 

cleats along the bottom). They shoveled dirt and 

gravel into the top end and let water wash the rocks 

and mud out the lower end, leaving the heavier gold 

behind in the cleats. Sometimes they added mercury 

to the sluice, which chemically attracted the gold 

particles.

Hydraulic mining: When the easy pickings were 

gone, they turned to hydraulic mining—using pressur-

ized water to cut into a hillside to wash dirt and gravel 

down into a sluice box. This took cooperation from 

several workers. They built canals and ditches to bring 

water from a stream to the mine site. The water would 

be collected into a hose that was wide at the opening 

but narrowed as it went downhill so that by the time 

the water came out the other end, it was highly pres-

surized. It was like mining with a fi re hose. Hydraulic 

mining was fast and effi cient but extremely damaging 

to the land. It tore off topsoil and left barren, gravelly 

hillsides.

FIGURE 6.23: When all the easy gold was taken, 
miners turned to larger-scale operations. They 
built wooden fl umes to transport water from a 
nearby creek. The water poured through a sluice 
box, where it washed the heavy gold from dirt 
and gravel. Think of all the shoveling it took to 
placer mine this way.

FIGURE 6.24: Hydraulic mining tore apart the land-
scape. Water from a high-pressure hose blasted 
dirt, gravel, and gold into a sluice box. The hose 
was connected to a fl ume, which brought the 
water to the claim from a nearby creek.



CHECK FOR UNDERSTANDING
1.  Locate: (a) Bannack; (b) Gold Creek; (c) Alder 

Gulch; (d) Last Chance Gulch
2.  Identify: (a) John White; (b) Benetsee; (c) Bill 

Fairweather; (d) Henry Plummer; (e) Bill Farlin; 
(f) Charles McClure; (g) Sidney Edgerton

3.  Defi ne: (a) boom-and-bust cycle; (b) placer 
mining; (c) hydraulic mining; (d) quartz mining; 
(e) vigilantes; (f) assayer

4.  What were the three major gold strikes in 
Montana in the mid-1860s?

5.  What were the four overland routes into 
Montana? Why did people use them instead of 
taking the steamboat up the Missouri River?

6.  Describe a mining town. What kinds of people 
lived there, and what kinds of jobs did they 
have?

7.  Why were Vigilance Committees formed?
8.  Why did President Abraham Lincoln want to 

control the West and its gold?
9.  Why did the main methods of mining change 

in the early 1870s?

CRITICAL THINKING
1.  Compare the people who came to Montana for  

fur trapping and trading to those who came 
in search of gold. How did fur traders and 
Indians view land use compared to miners?

2.  Placer mining and quartz mining are very dif-
ferent. Compare and contrast the two methods’ 
advantages and disadvantages. 

3.  The Five Themes of Geography include 
human-environmental interaction. How 
did the new settlers modify, depend on, 
and adapt to the new land?

4.  Imagine trying to decide whether to join the 
gold rush. What factors would enter into your 
decision? 

5.  The miners and settlers who came to Montana 
were less likely to cooperate with Indians than 
the fur trappers were. What differences in their 
circumstances and expectations might explain 
this fact? 

6.  Vigilance Committees were formed to control 
crime in the early days of mining in Montana. 
Were these groups a good idea? Do you think 
communities today should form their own 
committees to control crime? Why or why not?

PAST TO PRESENT
1.  Many people moved to Montana in the 1860s 

because of the gold rush. Why do people move 
to Montana today?

2.  Why do you think gold was valuable? Is it still? 
Why does it change in value?

MAKE IT LOCAL
1. What towns in your area, if any, began because 

of the gold rush? Are there ghost towns near 
you? Why were they abandoned?

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES
1.  Write a report, or create a PowerPoint presenta-

tion, on the history of one of the early mining 
towns. Do people still live there today? Why 
or why not? What do they do? 

2.  Make a movie acting out some of the earliest 
forms of mining.

3.  Make a poster comparing different kinds of 
mining.

4.  Make a diorama of an early mining town or 
of a rocker and sluice.

5.  Make a map showing where various minerals 
are found in Montana.

6.  Research the story of Lucia Darling, Mary 
Ronan, Elizabeth Chester Fisk, Harriet Sanders, 
or another woman who came to Montana as 
part of the Gold Rush Era. 

7.  Research the lives of Chinese miners during 
the Gold Rush Era. 

8.  Learn how to pan for gold.

CHAPTER 6 REVIEW
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Washington, D.C.
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