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CAMPO SECO 
Oa;mpo Seco was ,a ,flourishing town in the early days 

.of ,placer mining i.n the county. It was located ,on Oregon 
Gulch, which empties into 1Jhe MoIDelumne River ,at Oregon 
Bar. The diggings were f.ound -by Mexic3.ns as early as 
1849. It served ,a great :many of the miners who mined ·on 
the numerous bwrs along the Mokelumn,e River. 

The fire of 1854 was the town's first serious dmwb-ack. 
Later its ,placers were exhausted and it then depended 
principally o,;1 the copper Lodes existing between 1Jhe to\"IIl 
and the Mokelumne River. 'I1he c·opper mine w.as discovered 
,by two Mexicans in 1859. It so.on became the -property of 
Mr. J. K. Hrarmon who opemted it f,oT many years. C. 
Borger •and Fr,ed Wyllie were Superintendents of the prop
erty. Later the Penn Mining Company ,obbained the mine 
,and hauled much Matt from their property to, the railroad 
at V,alley Springs. F\rench Hall ,and Oregon Gulch were 
rich diggings. 

'Ilhe ,ore from this c,opper lode was somewhat -different 
from the copper .ore at Copperop.o-lis. The Copperopolis min.es 
produced no gold while the Campo Seco lodes produced 
enough go-Id to pay working expenses. 

At o,;1e time Campo Sec.o had two churches, 13. Catholic 
,a-n1 Methodist Church, ,a, .p,ostoffice, express office, tw.c 
hotels, •a. restaur.3.nt. four stores, livery .stables, bliacksmith 
shop, saloons, a -brewery ,and quite a number .of private -resi
dences with several 1ar,ge ·orchards. 

The climate is mild ,and orang,es will gr.ow in the orcha.rds. 
The 1'a,rges cork ,oak in Oalifornia is tn the town.site. Fvom 
it large piece-s of bark -have been Temove-d for exhibition 
purposes. 

The town had a: large Chin,ese popuLation. In August, 
1859, a fir~ started in •a Chinese store and withtn 30 min
utes the business part of the town was in •ashes. The entire 
Chinese section was destr.oyed. Other •pr,ope,rty destroyed by 
the fire was Adam Bowman's Livery Stable, the Phoenix 
Hotel .owned hy :\1:r. J. Symes, Dr. Maxon's office, Co.ok's 
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Billiiaird Hall, the Ney Building, Phillip's Hotel, the post
office building, Butl,er's Blacksmith Shop, Dougherty's 
Builiding, Dutch Bakery, and Ienstein and Company and 
W•a:genheim's Stores we·re damaged. The Protestant Church 
that had just bee.n erected at a cost of $2,000 was burned 
to the gr.o-unld!. 

The town is between Camanche and Paloma and l,oc•a:ted 

MAIL TIME AT CAMPO SECO-This early-day scene 
shows Myrle Maulkemus, Mr. Paulk, Chas. Hatler, Ina 
P,owers, Vic Botto, J,oe Botto, Bill Smith, Bert Smith 
and Paul Villegas. -

about -one mile fir.om the south bank of the Mokelumne River. 
The Mokelumne Hill Canal a!1d Mining Company had 

completed its li:ne ,o,f ditch from the South F\ork of the Mo
kelumne River to, the to\"IIl of Mokelumne Hill in the early 
fifties, and ·on J,anuary 23, 1854, the company entered into 



-a conkact with John Andrews a:nd. Allen CadwaUer to con
struct ,a carual to Camp.a, S,eco. The co,ntr.act price was $95,-
000. This canal wa:s c.ompleteld in October, 1859. 

Thereafter, the company .gave ,another contr.a-ct to An
drews •a:n.d Oadwaller to build •a ,reservoir •about one mile 
n,ortheasterly of the town of Campo S,ec.o .f-or tihe sum of 
$5,000. The parties got into litigatton over the building 
,of the canal and reservoir and as a ,result a large judgment 
was rendered against the ditch comp,am.y. As a result ol this 
litigatton ,a n,ew company was organized 1n August, • 1858, 
anid! the c,o,mpany was therea;fter oalled Mokelumne and 
Cam.po Seco Oa:nial and Min1ng Company. 

In December, 1853, the miners of the district •a.dopted 
a code •of mining 1'aws to govern mining in the distr.ict. These 
Laws defined the boundaries :of the district as follows: "On 
the no,rth •by Salt Gulch, on the west by Mokelumne River, 
on the e,ast by Cosgrave Cre,ek, ,and on the south ·by the 
gulch known •a:s Minter's Gulch. Gulch claims were 100 feet 
up and down the gulch and 25 feet wide. Up.on flats claims 
were 100 feet square. On hill diggin.s, 75 f.eet square was 1Jhe 
size of the cltaim." 

The laws required 1Jhat so much work should -be done 
to hold a cl•aim. If sick, the -claimant could hold his c1'aim 
without work. 

CAMPO SECO (DRY CAM'P) 
By MRS. MAUDE POYNOR 

Camp.a Seco had •a glor.Lous p,ast. The booming days of 
gold saw it a ·ric-h •aind lively camp with forty different na
Uorralities represented ,among the miners panning .for ,g,old. 
Its popuLation wa:s between 3,000 ,or 4,000. There was •a bank, 
many salooins, gambling halls, stores, ,hotels, a •brewery, iand 
quite ·a large Chinatown. 

J.a.hn Mack!ay ,and :l.iamily settled in Campo Seco ,and for 
many years the inhabitants woul!d refer to the .place where 
he lived as the old Mackay Pliace. He w:as the promoter of 
the ,old l\fokelumne HiU •amd Campo Sec.a Canal Company 
which carried water from the middle fork of the Mokelumne 
River ,above West Point to mines ,an 1Jhe way down the line 
to Campo Sec.a and to Camanche below Camp.a Seco. 

The discovery .of copper in the ewrly sixties revived 
Campo Seco, and the extensive ·operations of the Penn Min
ing Company 1aJdded stabi1ity until 1919. This copper mine 
was the only .one in ,California to .produce mercha:n.table 
co,p.per ready for use. It ,also ·produced enough gold and silver 
with the copper t:i pay the running e:icpenses .of the mining 
oper.ations. Copper from the mine was used in the construc
tion of the United States c•ruisers "San Francisco" and 
"Charleston." 'Dhe Stockton Rec.ord in 1925 ca;rried the fol-
1,owing item in the ".Sixty Years Ago" -column: "April 14, 
1865-Fifty thous•and pounlds of copper ore from the Campo 
Sec.o claim, Oa·Laveras County, •a.rrived in this city. A con
sider.able portion was brought in by pack mules." 

Mrs. Ge,orge Drury (Cassie Gallagher) tells ,about her 
father .being the first miner to stick his pick into the copper 
vein. He broke off a piece of ,pure copper in the shape .of 
,an .oak tree. The Gallagher f.amily kept this relic for many 
years until a fire destr:oyed their home and it was Lost. 

The Penn Chemical Mining Company operated ,a large 
smelter at one time •and the fuel for this smelter was lra.uled 
in by ten o,r twelve mule teams from the Valley Springs Rail
road. These teams were •alwars so interest1ng. 'I'he lead 

~
Celestino A,ros, a:bove, was b.orn near Campo Seco. 
A pioneer oven is in the •background. 

mules would wea,r •bells ,arucL -could be heard coming in f11om 
a distance of a mile ,or ,so. '.Dhey would be driven ,b,y men 
who would use ·one line and thek calls .of "Haw" •and "Gee" 
could ,be heard as they would drive dow.n the main. street of 
ld.ea,r old Seco to the water troughs to give their mules ,a 
drink. 

(This material has been taken fro,m the -scr.apbook of 
K:ate B. Lang, mother .of Maude Lang P,oynor.) 

THE BORGER HOME 
Mr. C. Borger was co1n:nected with the copper mine ,and 

had •a: 19.rge two--story home •built in Campo Seco. This 
originally was the Wm. M. Gwin home 1md was first erected 
n•ear the Gw1n Mine. 

T,he James Creighton home was -a large two-story house 
erected ,o,n the Creighton p1ace just westerly of the town. 
Mr. Creighton at .one time c.onducted a butcher shop in 
Campo Seco and had ,a l•ar-ge herd .of cattle. In the summer 
he took his cattle to a summer range on Blue Mountain. Mr. 
Creighton marrie:l: Eliza Ham ,of Aqueduct, Amador County. 
He was ,a Supervisor of Calaveras County, elected f.rom the 
Jenny Lind District. There was •an old French Hospital on 
the Creighton place •at ,one time. Mr. Creighton was the 
gr.andfather of 0. C. Wyllie. 

SCHOOL DISTRl'CT 
Campo Seoo was one of the first six school districts 

established in Caltav,enas County prior to the year 1855. 
Out of this dist-rict was carved Camanche ,on Septem

•ber 7, 1860. Part of Oak Grove ·a,nld! Spring Valley School 
Districts were taken from Oampo Seco. 

In 1897 Campo Seco issued 12 $50 bonds -for the pur
pose .o.f building ,a new school hous,e. Capt.H. A. Messenger 
purchased the :bonds for $605. 



CAM'PO SECO 
By LILA EDALGO 

Campo Seco was fir.st settled by the Mexic,ans in the 
summer of 1849. They -began w,orking- the rich placers on 
the Oregon Gulch th>at f1ows through the town. Oregon 
Gulch empties into the M,okelumne River at Oregon Ba;r, 
,a rich mining ,ba;r in· the ea:rly history ,of mining on , the 
Mokelumne River. 

The hill placers, except wh>at h•ad ,been carried doWi11 on 
mules and W:ashed, were worked extensively ,after water was 
hr.ought in from the South Fork ,of the Mokelumne River 
through the Mokelum:ne Hill •and Campo Seco Ditch. Rag
town Hill and French Hill ,bec•a,me very :active. When the 
mhners could not work the bwrs ,on the river .on account of 
high water, they moved back to, the gulch :and •hill placers. 
Campo Seco ,became •a: fl.ourishing town, ,and the center of 
a large trading community. The Gre•at Cop.per Lode ,was 
discovered •by two Mexic,ans 1and a Chil!ano in 1859. They 
fownd native co,pper in the croppings, and sold it to ,a sto•re
keeper at Lan,cha Plana, :for gold. After discovering the mis
t,ake, t,he sto•rekeeper had them •arresteldi for swindling htm 
,and ,a trial wa:s held. The court was ,satisfied that the mineirs 
were honestly mistaken and dismissed the ch>arge against 
them but ordered them to •retunn the money to t,he store
keeper. 

Just at the western edge .o.f town ,on Main Street ·a.t the 
brow .of tlhe hill, sbands an old o,g,k tree where ,olid-timers 
maintiain two men were hanged for horse ,stealing. 

On the lot surrounding the Maher home, .s-tands the 
l1a,rgest cork ·oak tree in California. This tree was p1'anted 
by J,ohn Mackay. 

The town was flourishing in the fifties but most of it 
w,as destroyed ,by fire in 1858. Ruins ·of some ,of the build
ings still stand. 'Dhe old Adams E~press builldding with its 
iron doors is still standing. In the tw:0-.story buildin,g, the 
Campo Seco Lodge of Masons and AzaJia C:h!apte1r of the 
Order of IDastern· Star met. These lodges were ,afterward 
transferred to Sam Anldreas. 

The old Armory Hall sto.od on the north side ,of Ma.in 
Street, and it was here th!lit Capt,a:in Messenger tnained his 
men fo1r the Civil Wiar. These men were sent to guard the 
Mexica,n border during the war. The ·building is now down. 
Origi·m.Ily buildings occupield! several streets on -both sides 
of Oregon Gulch. 

While the IDast Bay Munictpal Utility District w;as en
gaged in building Pardee Dam .on the Mokelumne River, 
Oamp.o Seco became rather active -a.g.a-in, but a dis•a1strous 
fire hn 1928 ,again swept away •all its .business houses. 

THE TOWN 
Campo .Seco was sUlrVeyed as ·a Townsite by H. F. Terry 

in January, 1870, •and patent issued to James Ba:rsLay, 
County Judge, ·on September 10, 1872. The ti:>wnsite was 
divided into 9 ,blocks a.nld 67 lots. The st-reets· appearing .on 
the Townsite Map ,a,re desiglil!a:ted Main, College, China, 
Chiliano and Arkansas Ferry Road. 

Main Street on the eastern end merges into Mokelumne 
Hill ,and Campo S•eco Tunnpike. This road w.as created by ,an 
Act .of the Legislature ·of the State of Calif.ornfa •aoo by a 
vote of tihe people ,at a bonld issue. 

CAM'PO SECO IN 1860 
Fr.om the San Andreas Independent, August 25, 1860 
The population ,of Campo Seco in the summer o.f 1860 

is a;bout 300, including 50 Chinese ,and a sprinkling of 
Mexic•a:ns. 'l'\he fire last ye,a;r !destroyed nearly the entire 
town, ,but most of it has been rebuilt. It contains •a f,ew .fine 
gardens, two churches, (one used f:or a scho·ol house) two 
large hotels, .one of them stone, ,owned -by Mr. Nye. A num
ber ,of saloons and five stores. Minhng is dull at present. A 
,branch of the Mokelumne Hill Canial furnishes water for 
domestic use ,and irrigation purposes. 

In the year 1849, a, few prospectors settled in Campo 
Seco. They found good pay and were soon followed by others. 
But Oamp.o Seco 1'anguisheid 1a11 throug,h the flush times 
which animated most of the "Ophirs ,of Calaveiras."' Her 
fi:rst impulse ca.me in 1854 when the Mokelumne Hill Canal 
was extended to her mines. On s,aturday nights ,and Sundays 
in the year 1855 the camp numbered 1200. These times 
were of short .dumtion. By 1857 the tornado had spent its 
force. The rkhest and ·readiest workeld ,of the diggLngs and 
they were exhausted. 

'CALAVERAS HILLS 
HARRY FEE 

They' 1re lying ne,ar the sunrise, 
Their sl,opes of ,green or dun. 
Sweet with the spring's unf.oldLng, 
Bright with the summer :sun. 
Of all the hills where splendo·r spills, 
They hold the fairest part-
The hills of Calaveras 
Are the closest to my heart. 
The glamour -Of their beauty 
With Joy my spirit grips, 
O'erflowing into memories 
Of long 1remembereldi trips. 
The famous trees they barb.our 
Gnllirled with the years ,and brown 
Where ·centuries tread have •built a,nd spread 
The arches of reno,vn. 
The sheep up,on the green slopes, 
Where gnay roads wind and wind, 
The minstrelsies of murmuring trees 
Against the blue defined. 
The rom 1ance ,of their region 
Laid out with Time's ld.esign, 
The miner's hour .of gl,ory, 
And the days of F'orty-nine. 
The little towns that flowered 
Back in. their g,olden a•ge, 
Sa,".l Andreas, Angels, Murphys, 
Enrolled on history's page, 
Qua:int Vialley Springs, Fourth Crossing, 
They'•re parcel whole ,and part 
Of the hills ,of Calaveras 
That lie close to my heart. 

The posto,ffice, established at Oampo Seoo .on February 
3, 1854, with T. M. Pauling 1as postma,ster, has been· in con
tinuous use to the present time. 
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EDITORIAL 
We are grateful to the ladies of Campo Seco, Mrs. 

Erickson, Mrs. Pereira, and Miss Lila Edalgo, -for their co
operiation in getting together material 1and ,pictures ,on 
Campo Sec-o for this issue ,of Las Calaveras. We're sure they 
·realize their efforts ,are worthwhile as we're preserving ,this 
history i:n such form th!at it will ,not ·be lost. 

In res.p,:mse to the requests made •at the December meet
ing of the Society, we're publishing two poems by Harry 
T. Fee, "Campo Seco Town" and "Hills of -Calaveras." We're 
indebted to. Mrs. Fnank Weaver, sister of Harry Fee, f.or 
these poems 1as well as other writings which we hope to 
print ·at •a: later date. Harry Fee was a product of the Stock
ton schools -a:nd the University of Califo:rnh anid was a busi
nessman in Stockton. He loved the ,out-of-doors and wrote 
poems about it for the Stockton Record and Sunset magazine 
for many years. He published t\vo volumes .of poetry-"The 
La:nd ,of Out O' Do.o.rs" ,a,nd "Breath of Pine." Both bo-oks 
are .out ,of print now, but we are happy to make these lovely 
poems •a.vallable to all -our members. 

We cert<ainly .should compliment Ella Thompso-n ,and 
Sadie Hunt for the success ,of the okl-fa,shi.oned Christmas 
prurty. The tree with its candles, cranberries, ,a,nd cards 
brought -b>a·ck memories .of the days when electric lights were 
not aviailabJe and the string of lights couldn't just be plug
ged in. And, as always, Miss Kaler's memories of Christmas 
in Murphys in the "old days" was delightful. 

A letter from .our goo1:i frimd, J. V. Matteson ,of Ha,y
ward, formerly of Murphys, •and s·on of -p-i-oneer T. J. Matte
son, p,iiaises the ho-ok "Calaveras, Land ,of Skulls" ,and makes 

the fo!Lowing interesting comment: "Statements 1a:b.out my 
father are much ,appreciated and may ,be correct. When my 
father •arrainged f.or tvansporba:tion ,by ox team fllom Stock
ton to- Murphys (1849), ·he w.as compelled to leave several 
trunks of Vialuahles. Later, w.hen he retrnrned for them, the 
trunk:,- were filled with •rocks. 

"As to whether they re-any h!ad J,oa-quin Murietta or not, 
my fiather told me that when they ibrought Joaquin's b.oldy 
into town, they sent -f.or his mother. She said, 'I can tell 
blindfolded if it is my .son. Joaquin had ,a bullet wound in 
the middle ,of his forehead.' When she ,put her finger .on this 
wound, she said, 'This is Joa:qutn.' In 1891 I visited the 
Joroa.n Museum in San F\rancisco, •and I saw Joaquin's he.ad 
and Three-Fingered Jack's hand in j•ars. I ,noticed pa·rticul
,arly the large hole in the middle ,of the f.orehe,ad of Joaquin." 

The IDast Ba,y Municipal Utility Dist·rict built its 
Par<lee Dam on the Mokelumne Riv-e1r near Ca•mpo Seco i,n 
the 1920's and durring the construction the town enj,oyed ,a 
b.oom. The completion- of the dam and •am.other fire left the 
town with .only a few ,builldi.ngs and residents. 

CAMANCHE CAMP 
(Sacramento Union, April 23, 1858) 

Camanche Camp - A co-rrespondent, writing to the 
Union, April 21,st, f.rom this camp in Calaveras County, 
giv,es ,a very f,avora,ble account .o.f the ,general business, as 
well -a:s mining p110spects of the pLace. Refer.ri,ng to its loca
tion, he states that it is situated ab.out one •and a half miles 
from Poverty Bair, on the south ,side ,o.f the Mokelumne 
River, on the road fr.om Mokelumne Hill to Stockton, 
eighteen miles from the f,oJ'.'mer plaice, ,a.nd twenty-eight 
fr.om ths 1'atter. The c-amp boasts of four grocery stores, 
two clothing shops, tw.o hotels, two ·blacksmith sh,o.ps, one 
meat m3;rket, tw,o drug stores, and billiaird rooms ,and 
whiskey mills in ,abunda:nce. Speaking of the mines and 
.ether matters, our i,nf.ormant rema,rks 1as follows: 

"The mines c,ontinue to pay well. The McGungle B110-
thers have struck dirt bh!at pays from $1 to $8 to the pan. 
Dutton & Co. a/re taking it out big, say fr.cm $300 to $500 
per week. for three hands. Coombs & Co. on Sani:lJ Hill are 
still getting g,o,od pay. Wilcox & ·Co. aire making $50 a day. 
In fact. ,all who wo•rk ,are doing well. The pr,oprietors of 
the Mokelurnne Hill an-d Sto.ckton sta:ges will run a. f.our 
horse coach daily through this place, after this week ... " 
2,:id permanent ,outsiders." 

(This copy was sent to Miss Cavagnaro from the State 
Libnary. We think the date ma.y be incorrect as all o-ur data 
says town started shortly after 1849 Gold Rush-not later 
th!an 1852.) 

A reprint of an ,article i:n the Sacr.amento Union, April 
23, 1859. o,n Camanche Oamp. 

Erwin G. Gudid!e says that it "was named in 1849 •after ,a 
town in Iowa." This date is more reasonable. 

The name -Ca,mpo Seco is app,a-rently Sp::mish f.or dry 
camp, although "campo" also means field or country. and 
indicatzs the ~ack o.f w,ater f.or washing the gravel of the 
ea:rly miners. 




