
Liberty, equality, and fairness stand tall in the pantheon of 
American values.  Their roots sink deep into the Ameri-
can past.  All Americans identify with these core principles 

whether they practice them or not.  They are the building blocks of de-
mocracy: the American Dream as exemplified in popular culture.

The disconnect between what Americans believe and what they ac-
tually do are prime subjects of study by scholars in the humanities and 
social sciences.  The purpose of this paper is to review what historians of 
the American West have said about democracy in the gold camps, and 
then to use a statistical sampling of mining claim records to test whether 
the ideals of democracy were actually practiced.

This paper is only a preliminary study, with limits in both scope and 
content.  Literary references to democracy in the gold camps are most 
extensive in historical studies of California.  My focus shifts to the Pacif-
ic Northwest, using statistical data compiled from mining claim records, 
as well as census data and secondary sources.  By studying the earliest 
available records of two gold camps, Bannack, Montana, and Boise Ba-
sin, Idaho, I have tried to determine whether democratic ideals and prac-
tices found in gold rush California apply elsewhere in the mining West. 

The Literature of Mining’s Democracy
  
The American Dream has had a rough time in recent years, but faith 

that individual progress is possible if laws are few, fair, and equitable has 
persisted in one form or another since Puritan times.  Though largely 
secularized today, the Dream had religious connotations for much of its 
history.  One of its many iterations was Manifest Destiny, the nineteenth-
century belief that American continental conquest was both divinely in-
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spired and inevitable.  Artist John Gast visualized 
the Dream in an 1872 painting of Anglo-Ameri-
can pioneers moving West to exploit unused lands 
and minerals, marching over anything and anyone 
who got in the way.

Gold rush studies reflect both the pros and 
cons of American pioneer values.  Traditional in-
terpretations claim that democratic values flour-
ished in the gold rush era.  One of the earliest to 
study social organization in the California gold 
rush was Charles H. Shinn, a California journal-
ist and teacher.  In 1885 he prepared a history 
of mining customs and codes while a student at 
Johns Hopkins University.  

Shinn drew special attention to the formative 
period from 1848 to 1851, when government was 
moribund and land was free for the taking from 
native Americans and Californios whose claims 
were not recognized by the conquerors.  The wide 
distribution and easy recovery of placer gold gave 
all (Anglo-Americans at least) who came an “even 
start,” he argued.  “Equality of ownership was the 
only logical conclusion.”  Primitive conditions re-
quired gold seekers to work together in joint ven-
tures where all shared equally in both the labor 
and the proceeds.  Despite crude conditions, early 
camps were orderly and peaceful, with a low crime 
rate.  Success at first depended on luck, and those 
who had dust shared it generously with those who 
did not.  Liberty, equality, and fairness—the es-
sential components of liberal democracy—Shinn 
found alive and well in the placer camps of early 
California.1

In demographic and financial terms, Shinn 
asserted, the early gold seekers came from simi-
lar backgrounds and shared common values.  The 
majority were Americans from middle-class farm 
families, neither rich nor poor, but literate and 
steeped in the egalitarian values of Jacksonian 
democracy.  After 1851, as the California fields 
declined, miners spread outward, extending the 
lessons learned in the California camps to new 
diggings in the American West and beyond.

Written in an era of surging nationalism, 

Shinn’s exploration of nascent frontier democracy 
fit comfortably into the contemporary norms of 
popular American culture.  His views were rein-
forced by the historical studies of a younger but 
better-known graduate of Johns Hopkins, Fred-
erick Jackson Turner.  The bedrock of the Turner 
Thesis rests on the idea that frontier expansion 
promoted democratic values, but Turner’s re-
search stopped at the Mississippi River.  He never 
seriously studied the Mexican War or the gold 
rush, which exposed the raw edges of American 
attitudes toward Mexicans, Indians, and other 
“foreigners.”  

One of Turner’s contemporaries, Josiah Royce, 
a Harvard philosopher raised in California, was 
more critical.  Instead of enhancing the nobler in-
stincts of American character, Royce said that the 
frontier experience in general, and placer mining 
in particular, brought out the worst.2  But Royce 
was the exception to the rule.  More characteristic 
of the national mood in the late nineteenth cen-
tury was the purple prose of Hubert Howe Ban-
croft, who proclaimed that “gold . . . at one breath 
. . . cleared a wilderness and transplanted thither 
the politics and institutions of the most advanced 
civilizations of the world.”3

Through a widely scattered and desultory 
series of books and articles, gold rush studies in 
the twentieth century offered a mirror image of 
the changing attitudes in contemporary popular 
culture.  Early works reflected the progressive 
and pragmatic moods of the pre- and post-World 
War II years.  A 1932 essay by Jim Dan Hill com-
pared mining camp rule-making with procedures 
and outcomes in early colonial town meetings.  
Both established “quasi-municipal” governments 
and were “distinct contributions to American 
democracy.”4  John Walton Caughey’s 1948 gold 
rush centennial volume praised California min-
ers’ camp meetings as “perhaps even more demo-
cratic” than either the New England town meet-
ing or the “old Teutonic folk moot.”  They were 
all-inclusive, non-discriminatory, and gave claim 
and voting rights to “anyone who worked as a 
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miner.”5

A major reassessment of gold rush society be-
gan during the tumultuous upheavals of the 1960s.  
Beginning with the civil rights and free speech 
movements, critics of contemporary culture de-
veloped a darker view of democratic traditions 
that had a direct impact on mining camp studies.  
The characteristics of American democracy, along 
with almost every other aspect of society, have 
since been revisited by historians skeptical of tra-
ditional scholarship and informed by hermeneu-
tics, behavioral studies, quantitative research, and 
other disciplines and analytical methods.  

One of the earliest mining historians to re-
flect the impact of these new trends was Rodman 
Paul, the acclaimed dean of mining history.  He 
acknowledged that mining claim codes were writ-
ten “to give everyone an equal chance,” but he 
warned that local rules could be manipulated to 
favor particular interests.6  Duane Smith devoted 
an entire chapter of his book on Rocky Moun-
tain mining camps to miners of color and other 
minorities who were not “welcome,” as he put it.  
For poor whites, he said, “democracy flourished,” 
at least at first, but even the white majority soon 
stratified along class lines as the rich and powerful 
took charge.7  

By the 1970s, the postmodern era was in full 
swing.  Social critics have continued to expose 
flaws in the building blocks of democracy.  They 
say American society is not fair and never was.  
Special interests prevail over common interests.  
Egalitarian ideals are not enough to protect the 
poor, the weak, the innocent, the vulnerable 
members of society from exploitation by the rich 
and powerful.  Instead of equal opportunity for 
all, we have associations of class and culture that 
control the paths to success.  Individual progress 
depends not on how hard you work but how well 
you manipulate the levers of power and privilege.

What do postmodern revisionists think of the 
image of the mining West as a model of egalitar-
ian democracy?  Here are some examples:

Focusing on the link between Jacksonian de-

mocracy and popular sovereignty, and by infer-
ence the romantic Euro-American belief in in-
dividual moral authority, David Johnson argued 
that the downside of egalitarianism in the Cali-
fornia camps was an extra-legal power grab by the 
white male majority over any individual or insti-
tution that tried to interfere.8

Patricia Nelson Limerick, in her award-win-
ning book Legacy of Conquest, and in a follow-up 
essay, dismissed mining camp egalitarianism as a 
passing “phase” on the road to social and politi-
cal control by the capitalist elite.  The frenzy of 
California gold fever disrupted the “social order” 
but ended when the placer gold ran out and the 
“hierarchy got back in charge.”9 

Donald J. Pisani challenged the social and 
legal underpinnings of gold rush mythology in 
a 1998 article on Justice Stephen J. Field, who 
framed much of the corporate case law in Cali-
fornia before he was appointed to the U.S. Su-
preme Court.  Instead of “fair dealing” by ensur-
ing “absolute equality of right and privilege,” as 
Field characterized early mining law, Pisani drew 
a contrasting picture of legislative favoritism, cor-
porate domination, and ethnic discrimination by 
the white majority.10 

New scholarship on minority rights and gen-
der studies in recent years has intensified the criti-
cal reassessment of gold rush history.  In an article 
on Henry George, Richard White said George 
saw the gold rush “as a moment of white, male 
egalitarianism” that quickly faded in face of capi-
talist greed and land monopoly.  More significant 
to White was ethnic conflict.  By taking away the 
“actual property of Californios and Indians, peo-
ple who hardly figure in George’s analysis,” White 
concluded, miners “carved out privileged access 
to gold.”11

Susan Lee Johnson’s provocative study, Roar-
ing Camp: The Social World of the California 
Gold Rush, deconstructs the social history of  the 
southern mines in the California gold rush and 
finds little trace of nobility.  Instead of building an 
egalitarian social order with open opportunity for 
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all, Anglo-American males controlled the power 
structure, caved to their savage instincts, and sup-
pressed minorities by fear and force.12  White male 
privilege was also the theme of Barbara Berglund’s 
essay in 2003, which  debunked the foundational 
myths of the 49ers.  They were not, she insisted, 
“hardy pioneer miners” who promoted “indi-
vidual freedom” by establishing an “egalitarian 
democracy.”  She dismissed the entire structure of 
mining camp life as built on the false premise of 
“white male supremacy.”13 

Testing Mining Camp Democracy

Although the works I have cited pertain most-

ly to the California gold rush, are those findings 
also applicable to the rest of the mining West?  For 
several years I have been trying to test how well 
democratic concepts worked in practice beyond 
California by quantifying thousands of mining 
claim records from two different mining camps, 
Bannack, Montana, and Boise Basin, Idaho.  Both 
were gold camps starting at about the same time in 
1862; both flourished in 1863 and declined rap-
idly after 1864.  The claim records and deed books 
for both camps during those years are still largely 
intact.  Using photocopies of those records, I built 
a database of some 2,300 records from Bannack 
and 4,500 records from Boise Basin, then used an 
array of statistical formulas in Excel to compare 

Quartzburg, Boise Basin, 1899.  (Courtesy of the Idaho Historical Society.)
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those records with literary records, including 
mining codes for thirty-two different districts.

Before considering the data, several prelimi-
nary observations about using mining records 
are necessary.  First, most miners held claims by 
preemption, which amounted to trespassing or 
“squatting” on public lands not yet surveyed or 
opened for settlement.  Preempting a mining claim 
was different from preempting land for farming, 
but both types of squatters, in Donald Pisani’s 
words, “sought to profit from land they occupied 
without clear title.”14  “Squatter laws” for farmers 
had existed since the 1840s, but fiscal conserva-
tives in Congress had withheld federal mineral 
lands from entry in the vain hope of lowering the 
tax burden by selling valuable mining grounds to 

the highest bidders.15  All thought of sales ended 
after the Mexican War, and the rush to Califor-
nia brought a flood of gold seekers to lands in le-
gal limbo.  With Mexican mining laws void and 
American laws inapplicable until Congress acted, 
miners made their own laws.16  Preemption was 
codified as a possessory right in all western min-
ing camp regulations after 1848.  Clear titles had 
to wait until the federal government in 1866 gave 
miners what it had given farmers twenty-five years 
earlier: the right to enter and preempt a claim on 
public lands, and the chance to earn a fee-simple 
title by paying a minimum fee.17 

Second, miners were also speculators, but 
they speculated in minerals, not land.  A claim 
was held if it seemed promising and abandoned 
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Gold panning in Boise Basin.  (Courtesy of the Idaho Historical Society.)
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or sold if not.  Lewis Atherton’s seminal essay ex-
plained how the mining game worked.  Most who 
came after the initial rush staked claims on un-
proven ground.  They were “locators,” not “pros-
pectors.”  They did not want to live the life of a 
miner.  They had little money to develop a claim, 
did the minimum amount of work to avoid losing 
it, and claimed it only as long as it was useful to 
offer for sale to a developer.18  In the California 
rush, placer miners were too transitory to hold 
claims for development.  As Andrea McDowell 
explained in a lengthy essay, claims were preempt-
ed and held only so long as they could be explored 
by the claimholder and cleaned out if any values 
were found.  Preempting a claim in this context 
was more like a notice of intent to search for min-
erals at a specific site, not a sign of permanent oc-
cupancy.19

By the 1860s, however, the mining game 
had changed in California, and the effects were 
felt throughout the mining West.  A decade of 
urban-industrial growth followed the end of the 
California gold rush in 1852.  Urban and valley 
land values rose, as thousands on marginal claims 
abandoned the goldfields and migrated to cities 
and farms.  Farmers, merchants, and capitalists 
competed with resident miners, Native Ameri-
cans, and Californios for choice lands for agricul-
ture, town lots, and small business.  In the gold-
fields, corporations consolidated the best mining 
ground, and wage earners replaced many artisanal 

entrepreneurs.  Preemption alone could no longer 
protect unpatented mining claims from adverse 
possession.20

The mountain West was less affected than 
the coastal states and territories by this westward 
migration, but the influx of corporate capital nev-
ertheless posed a threat to prospectors on federal 
lands and to preemptors still dependent on local 
mining codes to protect their claims.  Roy M. 
Robbins’ classic study of public domain lands in 
the Pacific Northwest illustrates how the Home-
stead Act of 1862 and other federal laws intended 
for agricultural settlement were used to privatize 
“millions of acres of mineral and timber lands.”  In 
1860, the Washington territorial legislature took 
steps to reinforce the authority of local mining 
codes when it passed legislation—later incorpo-
rated into the 1866 federal mining law—recog-
nizing the prevailing “customs, usages, or regula-
tions . . . in force at the bar or diggings,” so long as 
they were compatible with U.S. law.21 

Active miners in Montana also felt threatened 
by the political influence and economic leverage 
of eastern capitalists and speculators.  At the first 
meeting of the territorial legislature, in Bannack 
in the fall of 1864, lawmakers acted to protect 
the preemptions of resident lode miners by defin-
ing claims as property “subject to the same rules 
of construction, as the transfer and conveyance 
of real estate.”22  The wording nearly matched a 
resolution approved at a Bannack miners’ meet-

Miners were also 
speculators.  (Scanned 
from Boise Basin Lode 

Book #1, 1863.)
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ing earlier that year, requiring “that all claims in 
quartz lodes open and proven to be quartz lodes 
shall hold as real estate from this date.”23

More ominous was special legislation ap-
proved by Congress in 1866 to authorize the New 
York and Montana Iron, Mining and Manufac-
turing Company to preempt twenty sections—
12,800 acres—of Montana land for iron and coal 
mining, and for timber to support mining op-
erations.  After two years the company could pay 
$1.25 per acre and obtain federal patents to this 
immense tract.  Andrew Johnson, in one of his 
more notable decisions as president, considered 
this a corporate boondoggle by New York specu-
lators and vetoed the legislation.24

Congressional efforts to sell mineral lands to 
the highest bidder posed a still greater threat to 
the small claim owner.  Late in 1865, Senator John 
Sherman of Ohio introduced a bill to open all pub-
lic mineral lands for sale at a two-week public auc-
tion, with unsold lots offered in forty-acre plots at 
the minimum price of fifty dollars per acre.25  To 
protest this pending legislation, in 1866 the Mon-
tana legislature sent an ungrammatical joint me-
morial to Congress, using the same argument for 

preemption as farm squatters had earlier.  “That 
the present owners by right of discovery, preemp-
tion or by purchase, are people of the poorer class-
es, without proper available means,” they “would 
be entirely powerless, and at the mercy of such 
capitalist or speculator and in imminent danger 
of seeing the fruits of his toil and labor irredeem-
ably snatched from his grasp, to swell the already 
overflowing coffers of the millionaire.”26 

That sentiment was widespread in the mining 
states and territories, and it formed the basis of 
Nevada senator William M. Stewart’s persuasive 
appeal to Congress on behalf of the first federal 
mining law in 1866.  Poor miners, he said, “desire 
a fee-simple title,” which “they would prize above 
all else.”  This would protect them from “capital-
ists and speculators” who otherwise would outbid 
the little man for good mining ground.27

Researchers looking for racial or ethnic char-
acteristics must supplement mining claim records 
with outside sources.  Prior to the 1870 Census—
the earliest available for Montana and Idaho—
most of the information relating to minorities 
in the two study areas is anecdotal, derived from 
sources such as diaries, reminiscences, family his-
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tories, and newspapers.  However, such sources 
can be used in conjunction with census records to 
provide a better picture of the number, if not the 
status, of the foreign-born and minority cohorts 
in the general mining population.  

The chart below shows birth data for a sub-set 
of miners in the 1870 Census who had held claims 
in Montana and Idaho during the 1862-64 study 
period.  U.S.-born miners are on the left; foreign 
born on the right.  Of the 471 miners found in 
the census from Beaverhead County and the 592 
from Boise Basin, most had Euro-American back-
grounds, and all were identified as “white” except 
for five listed as “black”: four in the Basin and one 
in Bannack.

More diversity existed in the northern gold-
fields than this small census sample suggests, but 
the low number of “outsiders” reflects the nativist 
economic interests and prevailing prejudices of 
American mining camp culture.  While the rush 
was on in both Bannack and Boise Basin, minori-
ties and foreigners were actively opposed by the 
white majority.  Most early codes restricted claim 

holding to American citizens; some ruled out 
anyone not a local resident.

One miner at a Beaverhead district meeting 
even proposed to deny the right of preemption 
to “females or boys under 14 years of age,” but 
his motives are unclear and contradictory.28  At-
tempts to limit mining to adult males probably 
reflect more economic than cultural biases.  Men 
resented women who defied traditional role mod-
els, but nineteenth-century gender stereotypes 
broke down under frontier conditions.  Most 
miners welcomed women and children as agents 
of stability and progress, but not as competitors 
in the scramble for wealth.29

Claim records from the study areas show that 
thirty-one women held claims in Bannack and 
thirty-four in Boise Basin, for about one percent 
of the total claims staked by all miners in each re-
gion.  How and why these claims were acquired 
remains problematical.  Some claimants were the 
housewives of active miners; others were hard-
working miners in their own right.

In Boise Basin, Idaho, the most active woman 

Nativity of miners derived from the author’s database.
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in the early mining business was a French-Canadi-
an widow, Victoria Portier, who held fifteen lode 
claims along Bear Creek discovered by her part-
ner, George Ebel, a French immigrant.  Portier 
evidently returned to Nova Scotia after the part-
nership broke up in the spring of 1864, while 
Ebel continued prospecting for nearly two more 
decades in central Idaho and Wyoming before re-
tiring to a boarding house in Baker, Oregon, with 
a broken leg.

In Bannack, Montana, the most prominent 
female claim owner was the governor’s niece, 
twenty-four-year-old Lucy Darling, whose diary 
shows her more interested in school teaching and 
following the “code of true womanhood” than in 
mining.30  The forty-four claims preempted in her 
name were all recorded by Leonard Gridley, the 
district recorder, on the same lodes held by her 
uncle, Sidney Edgerton, the governor.

One final observation before looking at the 
data: mining codes are not reliable guides to ac-

tual practice.  They were a set of guidelines, not a 
code of laws.  Whether they were faithfully imple-
mented and followed depended more upon camp 
culture and demography rather than fidelity to 
egalitarian principles.31  After studying twenty-
five camps in California, Colorado, and Montana, 
James I. Stewart concluded that mining codes 
were more likely to be followed in “small min-
ing camps and those with culturally homogenous 
populations.”32  Another study by Karen Clay of 
fifty-two California codes drafted between 1850 
and 1852 determined that codes were ineffective 
or “simply atrophied” if they lacked provisions 
for “mutual enforcement” by the miners them-
selves.33

District Recorders

Miners may have been code enforcers of last 
resort, but the district recorder handled daily ad-
ministration of district rules and regulations.  Like 
local court officials, he served at the pleasure of 
the miners and earned a fee for services rendered, 
usually one or two dollars per recorded claim, and 
double that for taking minutes of meetings.  But 
fees were less important to the recorder’s poten-
tial profit than was inside access to information.  
He kept the books and knew the prospectors and 
where they staked new claims.

Quantifying the claim data from Idaho and 
Montana unmasks the recorder’s power and pro-
clivities.  In one Boise Basin district he was actu-
ally required by code “to go on the ground to be 
recorded, and see said ground properly marked 
and measured and corner stakes set.”  Following 
that unusual rule would have imposed an impossi-
ble burden in trying to keep up with all the claims 
filed in an active mining camp, which makes it 
clear that the recorder had rather wide latitude.  
With nobody around to monitor the monitor, he 
could decide what code requirements to enforce 
and what to ignore.  The recorder’s power was 
challenged only if disputes arose that called his 
actions into question.34 
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Sidney Edgerton, 1860s.  (Via Google images.)
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The career of Leonard A. Gridley in Montana 
illustrates how recorders took advantage of their 
office to reward themselves.  He was a bachelor 
farmer and speculator from Ohio who traveled 
west in 1863 with Sidney Edgerton, Idaho’s chief 
justice and later the first governor of the newly es-
tablished Montana Territory.  In the same group 
was Wilbur Fisk Sanders, Edgerton’s nephew, Lu-
cia A. Darling, Edgerton’s niece, the wives of Edg-
erton and Sanders, plus a couple of friends and 
several children.35  

With the governor’s help, Gridley rose quickly 
in both mining and local politics.  As lode mining 
expanded northeast of Bannack, Gridley became 
the recorder of a new silver district and proceeded 
to build an inventory of mining properties for 
himself and his friends.  A year later he was elevat-
ed to Beaverhead County recorder.  Edgerton ac-
cumulated at least 101 claims while in Montana, 
a third of which were filed in his name by Gridley 
while Edgerton was in New York and Washing-
ton promoting Montana mines and lobbying for 
a new territory.  Local codes commonly restricted 

miners to one lode claim each per district, but 
Gridley held claims on 113 different lodes within 
the same district in his own name, and on 89 of 
those lodes Edgerton also held a claim, usually ad-
jacent to Gridley’s.36  

Both men left Montana in 1865 eager to un-
load their Bannack properties on gullible eastern 
investors.  Gridley realized fifteen thousand dol-
lars for his claims in New York; Edgerton sold his 
for twenty-five thousand dollars, enough to buy a 
big house in Ohio.  They were lucky, for Bannack 
stock sales by the late 1860s were a drag on the 
eastern market.  Too many false starts and poor 
returns scared investors and depressed mining de-
velopment in much of southwest Montana.  Local 
mining company officials, desperate for outside 
capital, warned and then pleaded with claim own-
ers to hold their shares or sell them locally only 
after proving their value.37

Wilbur Sanders was the only one of the Edg-
erton party who stayed in Montana.  Starting out 
as an uncompromising Republican Unionist in 
a body politic overwhelmingly Democratic, his 

Hydraulic mining crew in the Boise Basin in the 1860s.  (Courtesy of the Idaho Historical Society.)
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political ambitions were frustrated until a decade 
or two of demographic changes improved his 
chances for a U.S. Senate seat.  In the meantime, 
he toned down his rhetoric and worked within a 
pragmatic, “no-party” political combination of 
lawyers, merchants, and mining executives to 
promote territorial development—while look-
ing out for his own economic interests at the 
same time.38

In his reminiscences Sanders frankly ad-
mitted how the lure of wealth had softened his 
ideological outlook during his first months in 
Montana, when rumors surfaced that prospec-
tors had staked claims but had not yet recorded 
locations to some new silver leads northeast 
of Bannack.  Sanders arranged a quid pro quo 
with Samuel McLean, a leading local Democrat 
and mining investor, by which Sanders would  

“secure . . . [McLean] a claim upon the silver lodes 
to be recorded” if an opportunity arose, “and re-
ciprocally [McLean] . . . promised me, if an op-
portunity occurred for him to secure a claim for 
me, that he would do it.”39

In the Boise Basin, the largest claim owner was 
a bachelor, Washington R. Underwood.  He filed 
for more than ninety preemptions while he was 
recorder and auditor for several mining districts, 
but none of his claims amounted to much.  In 
the late 1870s he moved to Tombstone, Arizona, 
working for wages as miner, then house painter.  
His career ended as an indigent in the Cochise 
County hospital.

The privileged status of recorders in both 
Montana and Idaho shows up clearly in both the 
number of claims they held and the value of claims 
they bought and sold.  In Montana, of the 7,891 
preemption claims recorded from 1862 to 1864, 
Beaverhead miners averaged 3.5 claims apiece, 
while Beaverhead recorders in the same period av-
eraged 21 claims apiece.  Idaho data showed simi-
lar results.  In Boise Basin, of the 6,371 preemp-
tion claims found in existing county record books 
from 1862 to 1865, the average number of claims 
per miner was 1.5.  In contrast, recorders over the 
same period averaged 23 claims per person.

Similar findings appear in the records of pur-
chases and sales of mining claims.  In Montana, 
the average value of mining transactions made by 

Washington Underwood, 1863.  
(Courtesy of the Idaho Historical Society.)
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recorders in the 1862 to 1864 period was $794, 
more than double those of the average miner 
($334) over the same period.  In Idaho, mining 
property was less valuable but the records show 
a similar pattern.  The average transactions of 
Boise Basin miners amounted to $89 per person, 
whereas recorders averaged $194 over the same 
three years.

Recorders also controlled the distribution of 
spoils to friends and VIPs.  Mining claimants had 
obvious social and economic reasons for working 
within a network.  Cooperative mining for both 
safety and efficiency was a lesson learned early in 
the gold camps.  Yet, as the mining frontier ex-
panded and became more competitive, some min-
ers, especially those at the lower end of the social 
hierarchy, were “loners” working without partners 
or affiliates.  

The chart below shows the difference be-
tween social and business networks of the largest 
claimholders compared with those of the small-
est.  The left side of the chart displays the five top 

claim owners in Bannack.  They have hundreds of 
claims, have thirty to forty partners or associates 
involved with the same claims, and have an inner 
circle of partners.  All of the miner-speculators on 
the left side of the chart were prominent names in 
Montana politics and business.  At the opposite 
extreme, on the right side, are five smalltime claim 
owners.  They had only one or two claims each, 
had few partners, and had no prominent connec-
tions.  The second from the right was a woman, 
Emma Meredith.  She and her husband came 
overland from Minnesota with the Fisk party in 
1862.  Together they held three claims, but appar-
ently did better preempting ranch land in Grass-
hopper Valley.40 

Similar findings appear in Boise Basin records.  
I counted over 150 miners who held claims with 
one district recorder, Wash Underwood.  Over a 
two-year period his claim associates included doc-
tors, lawyers, prominent merchants, the county 
sheriff, and other officials of both political par-
ties.  The data reinforce the findings of Harwood 

Bannack top and bottom claimholders derived from the author’s database.
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Hinton, who noted that some mining companies 
promoted sales by padding the membership with 
“names of personal friends, notable businessmen, 
or territorial officials.”41

Mining Camp Democracy?

So, we confront the basic question again: 
Was the mining West progressive?  A model of 
egalitarian democracy, or a democratic facade 
that masked authoritarian regimes of power and 
patronage?  An examination of the claim books 
in Beaverhead County, Montana, and Boise Ba-
sin, Idaho, leans toward the view that democratic 
idealism was more myth than reality.  The demo-
cratic phase lasted only so long as the first success-
ful strike of paydirt.  As a camp grew, the leaders 
quickly took over, using wealth and influence to 
dominate social, political, and economic develop-
ment.  In Montana, and to a lesser extent in Idaho, 
when standard instruments of law and order were 
not available while the territories were still in their 
formative stages, the ruling elite organized and 
led vigilante committees to put down any form of 
social unrest.42

Framing the issue in stark polar opposites 
obviously fails to consider the middle ground. 

Andrea McDowell draws a somewhat different 
picture.  She says mining camp behavior and min-
ing code development arose out of self-interest, 
not democratic idealism.43  Her analysis supports 
a behavioral model I would characterize as prag-
matic egalitarianism.  American miners were no 
different than anyone else, regardless of ethnicity 
or background.  They may have believed in the 
“norm” of fairness, but they did what they had to 
do to advance their own interests, and when cir-
cumstances changed so did their behavior.  But 
that leaves democracy in jeopardy, for egalitarian 
ideals alone are not enough to protect the weaker 
elements of society from more powerful elements.  
That is a lesson we should remember today, when 
democratic institutions are under attack around 
the world.

An Idaho native, Ronald H. Limbaugh, Ph.D., re-
tired in 2000 after thirty-four years of teaching Ameri-
can history at the University of the Pacific.  He has writ-
ten, co-authored or edited eleven books and many articles 
on a variety of topics and is a charter member of the Min-
ing History Association.  He thanks Alan Wallace, Brian 
Leech, and Bob Spude for their helpful ideas, and thanks 
the friendly public servants who staff the courthouses of 
Beaverhead County, Montana, and Boise County, Ida-
ho, who allowed him to photocopy their mining records.
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Bannack Montana (1862-1864).  (Author’s photo.)
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