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FIRST 
WORD A Night in a Fort 

B Y I S A A C O ' C A S E Y 

"Sorry for the delay in getting back to you," says Superintendent 
Chip Jenkins, in the thick of erecting a replica fort at Lewis and 
Clark National Historical Park, replacing the one that burned last 
year. Jenkins is juggling "a ton of volunteers," he says—along with 
satellite trucks and a congressman—before heading out of town in 
two hours. "About a month after the fort burned I had the oppor­
tunity to meet Alec Burpee, a io-y ear-old from Vancouver, 
Washington. He and his best friend organized a penny drive, and 
got classmates to donate their lunch money, over I500, to help 
rebuild the fort." That, and the letter below—from another 10-
year-old—speak directly to the power of the places entrusted to the 
National Park Service. "The best care is in concert with the people 
who own the park—whether they're neighbors or live across the 
continent. Channeling their energy and excitement, sometimes 
you learn something—like when a couple of kids bringyou to 
tears with the consequences of your park." 

I WAS 10 WHEN I GOT INVITED FOR A SPECIAL NIGHT at Fori 

Clatsop by the superintendent. Kids my age spend too much 

time with their video games pretending about things that never 

happen. I had to pinch myself because I was pretending right 

where something really did happen. It was too cool. The night 

we spent at the fort, a television crew was filming what it 

would have been like with all the men, a woman, and a baby 

200 years earlier, FIRST, I GOT TO MEET LEWIS AND CLARKI 

Then I met Sergeant Ordway and Private John Colter. Then 

there was Private George Shannon, who was not much older 

than me. I got to meet their HUGE black Newfoundland dog, 

Seamen, who slobbered whenever I went over to say hi to him. 

Yuck. TO SPEND THE EVENING IN THE CAPTAIN'S QUARTERS was 

like a dream. The big stone fireplace warmed the room. The 

candles made everything seem cozy. (Our class helped make 

the candles during a field trip.) Then it was bedtime. We slept 

in the enlisted men's quarters. The bunks were rickety cedar, 

made with axes and draw knives. We slept on slabs of cedar 

planks. The mattresses were bearskin. The covers included elk 

and deerskins. I am glad they did not use porcupine skins for 

blankets. I got the top bunk and my brother slept on the bot­

tom. You could hear the wind up in the Sitka Spruce that night. 

The wind would knock the small pinecones onto the roof 

above my head. Every time I fell asleep, kerplunk, kerplunk. I 

had to go outside once to the bathroom. The stars were sooo 

cool. In the middle of the night was the sound of a barred owl. 

You could hear the change of the guard out in the parade 

grounds. I was glad I was wrapped up and warm inside. Poor 

Sergeant Gass. My dad told me not to talk in my sleep because 

the local newspaper reporter was sleeping in the other bunk. I 

wonder if the reporter could interpret my dad's snoring. It was 

loud. THE NIGHT IN THE FORT MADE THE PARK MORE REAL to 

me. My dad, brother, and I worked all summer helping to build 

the trail from the fort to the sea. It was really neat because we 

get so much rain here, some of the woods are really thick. The 

trail dropped over the edge and into the trees. It goes by 

streams with these neat little eels and past a small lake with cut­

throat trout and next to a beaver pond. Helicopters lowered all 

the wood for the bridges and boardwalks. Then we would carry 

them from the drop zone to where the workers were building. 

THE BEST PART is I GET TO LIVE right next door to a national 

park! 

mm You could hear the wind up in the Sitka Spruce 
that night. The wind would knock the small 

pinecones onto the roof above my head. Every 
time I fell asleep, kerplunk, kerplunk. WW 

Millions of kids visit the parks every year, and every experience 

can be meaningful. Introducing our children to the legacies of 

the land is a high calling, for parents and for those of us fortu­

nate enough to help care for the places where these legacies live 

on. Kids love history that's real, history they can see, touch, and 

even talk to, like Sergeant Ordway. And the authentic is not 

only in the national parks, it's in communities across the coun­

try—in places of preservation, places of learning, and places of 

inspiration. This National Park Week, April 22-30, take its 

theme—"Connecting Our Children to America's National 

Parks"—to heart. For inspiration, read more letters from kids at 

Common Ground online. 
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BY ALL ACCOUNTS, SILVERTON WAS ROUGH, WILD, AND 
DANGEROUS. THERE WAS GAMBLING, DRINKING, AND THE FULL COMPLEMENT OF VICES 
ASSOCIATED WITH THE FRONTIER. BETWEEN MINING ACCIDENTS, FIGHTS, AND VIGILANTE 
JUSTICE, THERE WERE, AS THE LITERATURE OF THE HISTORICAL SOCIETY SAYS, MANY 
OPPORTUNITIES TO DIE VIOLENTLY." 

LEFT: A MINE OPENING IN KING SOLOMON MOUNTAIN. 

ponds, reservoirs of chemical-laden water. That brought the EPA 
into the equation. But when the company offered to retain respon­
sibility for them (tests show they are safely retaining their con­
tents), the acquisition moved ahead. 

The deal also included an old electrical substation, a turn-of-the-
century industrial building now in the National Register of Historic 
Places. The powerhouse, as it is known, was the lifeline on which the 
mill—and the town—depended. Its rehabilitation, currently under­
way, epitomizes the society's creativity, which encourages a healthy 
business environment. The building will house retail businesses, 
with adjacent land leased or sold and the proceeds seeding more 
preservation. With the costly restoration of the mill looming, Beverly 
Rich, the society's chairperson, plans to apply for a grant from the 
NPS-administered Save America's Treasures program. 

The first phase is recording the site, and the society found an eager 
partner in HAER. As a rare and intact 
example of engineering history, the site 
was a prime candidate. Singer, through 
his consulting firm, organized a partner­
ship with the society and the National 
Park Service to use the project as an edu­
cational opportunity. They conducted 
workshops at the site, high-tech instruc­
tion in assessment and documentation. 
Preservation professionals spent a week 
learning from National Park Service staff 
who specialize in the work. Singer calls 
the results "a living document" to guide 
rehabilitation. The workshops helped 
convince the Getty Conservation Institute to give $25,000 toward the 
documentation. Other support came from the NPS National Center 
for Preservation Technology and Training, the Colorado Historical 
Society, the Mountain Studies Institute, and private donors. 

INVESTING IN HISTORY 

For a mining boss, Charles Chase was ahead of his time. "He treat­
ed his workers in a way that was not standard in the industry," says 
Singer. "He saw that his economic well-being was tied to the 
town's." Says Rich, "They called him Papa. Even my Dad called him 
that." When the Depression came, workers took a pay cut to keep 
the mill running, the only one in the Four Corners area that didn't 
shut down. Under Chase, Shenandoah-Dives was the first to store 
toxic water in self-contained ponds rather than dumping it straight 
into the river, a common practice at the time. 

WWII saw a spike in production and profits, but the operation 
"was never wildly successful," says Jones. "It sort of eked along." 
The ore wasn't as rich or plentiful as investors hoped. The 1950s 

LEFT ABOVE: WORKERS AT THE COLORADO BOY MINE. BUILT IN 1893 A FEW 
MILES NORTH OF SILVERTON. RIGHT ABOVE: A VIEW OF THE NEARBY SILVER 
LAKE MILL. 
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RIGHT: ENTRANCE TO THE MAYFLOWER MINE, KEY TO THE MILL'S SUCCESS. THE 
RUINS OF THE TRAM TERMINAL AND A BOARDING HOUSE FOR MINERS ARE 
VISIBLE NEAR THE CENTER. 

brought cheaper foreign metals on the market, and rising labor 
costs didn't help. The Eisenhower Administration, to help contain 
communism, encouraged businesses to buy metals from other 
countries, hoping to boost their economies and diminish 
Marxism's appeal. 

The mill shut down in 1953, then ran sporadically over the ensu­
ing decades. Silverton's population dropped by half. Mining in 
mountainous places has always been expensive and labor-inten­
sive. Nowadays, it's done in large open pits, huge operations where 
diffuse, widespread deposits are extracted with an enormous 
economy of scale. Flotation is used to this day. 

Bill Jones stands in the perpetual twilight of the mill. Before him 
is a massive electromagnetic motor, the primitive-looking source of 
power for the entire interconnected system. "It's one of only three 

A clapboard office stands beside the mill, faded and sagging with 
age. Cables that no longer carry cars run up the steep slope, a pair 
of them still suspended motionless over an icy chasm. Somewhere 
up there, in drifts of snow and black outcroppings, is the entrance 
to the mine. The tram was itself an innovation. Avalanches fre­
quently took out the wood supports, so the company replaced 
them with riveted steel towers. Because of their strength, the sup­
ports could be spaced far apart. The resulting tramway—over 
9,000 feet long, operated by a 12-man crew—was featured in the 
1957 Jimmy Stewart film Night Passage. 

Today, the 123-year-old steam train between Silverton and 
Durango still operates. Tourists take the three-and-a-half-hour 
climb up here, walk around Silverton for a while, and then ride the 
relic—a national historic landmark—back down again. 

One can imagine a restored complex as essential to the visitor 
experience, sitting on its small plateau above Silverton, the stilled 
tram directing the eye upward into the mountains, which still seem 
to promise heartbreak while hinting at possibility. Here is where the 
miner's quest resembles what the mill's stewards are trying to 

ONE CAN IMAGINE A RESTORED COMPLEX AS ESSENTIAL TO 
THE VISITOR EXPERIENCE, SITTING ON ITS SMALL PLATEAU ABOVE SILVERTON, THE 
STILLED TRAM DIRECTING THE EYE UP INTO THE MOUNTAINS, WHICH STILL SEEM TO 
PROMISE HEARTBREAK WHILE HINTING AT POSSIBILITY. 

built and it's the only one still existing. GE wanted it for their muse­
um, offered to bring in a brand new one for free. The company 
said, 'No, we're using this one.'" It's another of many side tours into 
technological history one could take in this place. Singer envisions 
visitors in front of one of the ore crushers, examining the inner 
workings in 3D on a computer screen. 

In the machine shop, where mechanics repaired equipment and 
fabricated their own parts, the scene is as if they had just gone home 
the night before. The lid to a toolbox is open; an array of drill bits 
are scattered on a workbench; a welding helmet hangs on a nail. 
Jones steps out into the blinding world of sun and snow, closing the 
door behind him. "It's not your ordinary tourist attraction," he says. 

accomplish: to draw wealth and vitality out of something that is out­
wardly irredeemable. Yet all the ingredients are in place for this to 
happen, the past emerging into the present to shine like a gem. 

For more information, contact the San Juan County Historical 
Society, P.O. Box 154, Silverton, CO 81433, (970) 387-5609, silverton 
archive@aol.com, or visit www.silvertonhistoricalsociety.org. 
LEFT TO RIGHT ABOVE: LOCALS GATHER IN FRONT OF CROOKE'S HARDWARE 
MILL & MINE SUPPLIES IN DOWNTOWN SILVERTON AROUND THE END OF THE 
19TH CENTURY; INSIDE THE NOW-DORMANT SHENANDOAH-DIVES MILL; 
AERIAL VIEW OF THE COMPLEX. 
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FIGHTING MALARIA, YELLOW FEVER, LANDSLIDES, AND COUNTLESS OTHER HAZARDS, workers toiled for 10 years to accomplish one of the greatest 

engineering feats of all time, the Panama Canal. Completed in 1914 at a cost of 27,000 lives, the project was immense, its impact enormous. 
Ships could go from one ocean to the other in hours, the grueling journey around Cape Horn a thing of the past. Here, photographer Jet 
Lowe captures the turn-of-the-century ingenuity that made it possible, IN A MULTI-YEAR PROJECT, THE HISTORIC AMERICAN ENGINEERING RECORD docu­
mented the locks in architectural drawings and large-format photographs. Some of the original equipment is still in use, helping the water­
way handle about 14,000 ships a year, THE LOCKS, WHICH LIFT SHIPS 85 FEET ABOVE SEA LEVEL FOR DEPOSIT IN ANOTHER OCEAN, are considered the 

canal's crowning achievement. No one had attempted anything like them, and building with concrete was relatively untried. Nothing to rival 
the canal would be seen again until the construction of Boulder Dam during the Depression, THE CANAL WAS OPENED BY PRESIDENT WOODROW 
WILSON, who pressed a button in Washington, DC, relaying a signal to New York, then Galveston, then on to Panama to detonate a charge 
that blew out the last bit of earth separating the Atlantic and Pacific, THE DOCUMENTATION OF THE GATES, VALVES, FLOODWAYS, AND MECHANISMS will 
become part of the HAER collection, hosted by the Library of Congress at http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/collections/habs_haer. 

38 

Common Ground: Preserving Our Nation's Heritage spring 2006/volume 11, number 1 
Published by the National Park Service for the Heritage Community 
Formerly Common Ground: Archeology and Ethnography in the Public Interest 

Statements of fact and views should not be interpreted as an opinion or an endorse­

ment by the editors or the National Park Service. Mention of trade names or com­

mercial products does not constitute endorsement by the U.S. Government. 

Common Ground is published quarterly. To read online, subscribe, or update 

your subscription, visit www.cr.nps.gov/CommonGround. To contact the 

editorial staff, write to Editor, Common Ground, 1849 C Street NW (2286), 

Washington, DC 20240, or call (202) 354-2100, fax (202) 371-5102, 

or email NPS_CommonGround@nps.gov. 

Also from the National Park Service— 

CRM: THE JOURNAL OF HERITAGE STEWARDSHIP 

Peer-reviewed biannual periodical with articles, research reports, book reviews, and 

more. To subscribe or read the journal online, go to www.cr.nps.gov/CRMJournal. 

HERITAGE NEWS 

Monthly e-newsletter with information on grants, laws, policies, and 

activities of interest to the heritage community. Go to www.cr.nps.gov/ 

HeritageNews to subscribe or read online. 

PUBLISHER 

Sue Waldron 

EDITOR AND DESIGNER 

David Andrews 

ASSOCIATE EDITOR 

Joseph Flanagan 

ISSN 1087-9889 

C O M M O N G R O U N D S P R I N G 2 0 0 6 39 C O M M O N G R O U N D S P R I N G 2 0 0 6 

cc 

< 

f 

http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/collections/habs_haer
http://www.cr.nps.gov/CommonGround
mailto:NPS_CommonGround@nps.gov
http://www.cr.nps.gov/CRMJournal
http://www.cr.nps.gov/


National Park Service 
U.S. Department of the Interior 
1849 C Street NW (2286) 
Washington, DC 20240-0001 

First Class 
Postage and Fees Paid 
USDOI-NPS Permit No. G-83 

SAN JUAN COUNTY HISTORICAL SOCIETY 

"By all accounts, Silverton was rough, wildgand dangerous. There wasganibling, 

drinking, and the full complement of vices associated with thej^pntier. Between mining 

accidents, fights, and vigilante justice, there werl}d%'the literature ofthe historical society 

says, 'many opportunities to die violently.'"—from "Mining Majesty: 
'• 

Seeking the Silver Lining in a Prospecting Past," page 26 


