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The Ranchers that Mined the Miners
In the decade following the Gold Rush of 1849, mining changed from an independent prospector’s game to a large-scale business.  The hard-to-swallow reality of becoming a “company man,” combined with the dwindling number of places where a fellow could swing a pick and entertain the fantasy of making a fortune, led itchy footed prospectors back across the mountains to the Eastern Sierra.

There, a series of new strikes resulted in the familiar boom and bust settlements. But while many legendary boomtowns of that time have seemingly vanished without a trace, one that has endured is the ghost town, which is preserved today as Bodie State Park.  A National Historic Site, many of Bodie’s 150 abandoned buildings still contain evidence of the high-rolling lifestyle of gold miners  - dust covered barrooms, broken whiskey bottles, and even a pool table – now, haunting reminders that were left behind when their dreams went bust. 

Hotel It was the summer of 1859, when W.S. Body and Black Taylor discovered what was to become one of the richest gold deposits in the west. But first, those prospectors had to get there. Imagine traveling on a bumpy dirt road that winds for 13 miles through barren, rocky hills as it climbs to an elevation of almost 8,400 feet and ends in a treeless, windswept valley.  Ranger-historian Teri Geissinger, who leads the Bodie Resident Research Project, explains how difficult a place it was to reach, particularly in the wintertime.

Terri Geissinger 

“The summits would be full of snow.  The horses most commonly had snowshoes on their hooves to tramp through it.  When they got to the certain point where they couldn’t, then everybody would actually be packed into Bodie on a sled.”

Unfortunately, William S. Bodie would never get to see the successful development of his original claim.  While returning a few months later to get things underway, Bodie’s name was added to the stories of those who ran afoul of the region’s cruel mountain weather.

Terry Geissinger 

 “He was, uh, coming from Monoville with his partner in November.  They left on a beautiful warm November day.  It’s a two day hike.  About in middle of that, uh, that journey, they were overcome by a fast moving blizzard and Bodie simply could not make it through the storm.  And he laid down and died.  The snow covered his body for the entire winter and in the springtime thaw they found his bones and they buried him on the spot.”  

In 1877, the Standard Company struck paydirt after a cave-in exposed a rich mineral deposit, and Bodie’s population jumped from 20 to 10,000 - making it the second largest town in California.   It was around that time that the citizens of Bodie decided they should finally give the town’s namesake his due.

Terry Geissinger 

“They actually went out and, found his grave, dug him up, and they brought him back to Bodie, polished his bones, and he was on display for three days for the people to pay their respects to the man who, uh, who founded the town.... founded the mines, and, uh, he’s now buried somewhere out in the cemetery.

Bodie’s boom was short-lived, lasting from 1877 to 1881.  But Terri Geissinger reminds us that, in spite of its reputation for being a rough and rowdy town, Bodie somehow managed to become a family-oriented place.

Terri Geissinger 

“Bodie was very dignified and they had, children here that were taking music lessons.  Elegant balls that people would travel two days to be sure to get here in time to walk through the front door and be acknowledged.  Four daily newspapers kept track of what was going on society-wise. (They had) a professional baseball team called the Bodie Mutts.   They had a bowling alley.   (And) they had a roller rink here.  Women skated for free.  It guaranteed the men to come and it worked.”  

Of course, man does not live by gold alone; those growing mining camps needed lots of supplies.  In our next story we’ll hear about the folks that decided to “mine the miners” instead of the gold. 

If you’d like to visit a genuine California gold-mining ghost town, then visit Bodie State Historic Park.  Seasonal access is available off Highway 395, just south of Bridgeport at Route 270 from mid-May to mid-October. 
Part 2

Drifters and dreamers who followed the crowds to Bodie took one look at the deep, dark, and freezing mine shafts and decided on a different type of prospecting. They acquired land in the valleys below and embarked on a variety of enterprises such as ranching, truck farming, and milling lumber to support the mining industry.  

Megan Hunewill-Wright is the great granddaughter of one of those who saw an opportunity and took command of the situation, the aptly named Napoleon Bonaparte Hunewill. She recounts her great grandfather’s decision to quit mining, so that he could be one of the first to fill the town’s growing need for lumber.  

Megan Hunewill 

“And so he went up into the Buckeye Canyon, which sits on the west side of the Bridgeport Valley and he started several lumber mills up there, the Eagle Saw Mill and the Buckeye Saw Mill, which were both pretty big.  And he, um, then took the lumber by oxen across the Bridgeport Valley over to Bodie, and, um, did that for a number of years and then when they put the railroad by Mono Lake, then they didn’t really need the lumber to be hauled in by oxen, so then he realized, well, what’s the next opportunity.  

And that was when he moved down here into the valley and started raising beef, and sold his beef in Bodie.”  

To this day, Megan’s family remains in the Eastern Sierra, working cattle amid the sweeping vistas of the Bridgeport Valley and running the Hunewill Guest Ranch in Bridgeport, a town that has been putting on a family pleasing, old fashioned Fourth of July celebration since 1862!  And while the fireworks may be hot, in the winter, Bridgeport can still take the title of coldest place in the nation.

Megan Hunewill-Wright 

“(My grandmother, LeNore, who came from Iowa and started this guest ranch, she just had such an indomitable spirit and saw the potential of this place.) I often think when the snow was three or four feet deep and drifted up, and windy all winter, they were tough, they really were tough.  See yes, it’s a beautiful spot in the summer, but it’s a pretty rough spot in the winter, so you have to hand it to them for, you know, sticking it out as all of our ancestors and the settlers around did.”

As you will discover next, in its pioneer history, the Mono Basin was witness to more than a few enterprising characters, a tale of woodpile espionage, and a practical joker who parlayed “gold fever” into his own personal gain. 

