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Rooaev,lt · under con,truction, 1901. Not• tu 
Mining Recorder, o/fic, in th~ right foreground. 

Fir,t cabin to b, built at Tltunder Mountai,a toaa 
erected at Mui, Creek br th, Ca,w,ll BrotA,r1 ia 
1900. Arrow point, to cabin. 

Copyrirht 1962 



,I 

-The Thunder :Mountain Story 
By EARL WILLSON 

The true saga of Thunder Mountain-that weird_ 
promintory within the Salmon River range of south 
central Idaho, has perhaps never been completely told. 
However, from the best reliable sources, the story is 
that the isolated mountain got its name from the 
Indian who, because of supersitious beliefs, gave the 
area a "wide berth" when certain atmospheric condi
tions during summer storms, built up unusual violent 
thunder that echoed and reverberated off the surround
ing peaks in such a weird manner as to seem to be 
emanating from the mountain's interior. And so vio-
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McCall, Idaho - Pa11ett, Lake,. A Lick Cre,k rout, 
ado Y•llow Pin• and th• Thunder Mountain ana. Photo 
tak,11 aom, tim, i11 th, earl11 1900'•· 

Preaumabl11 thi, mul, wa. a m,m6,r of th, Spa11-
i,h packer', train wh,n 1t,av11 equipme,at wa, moved 
into Thunder Mountain. during th. 11old Hoit,m,nt. 
Je,u. Urquid, tla, Spaniel,. paelc,r, 10a, 6,u,r knotcm 
a, "Ko,uth". He and Bill MeClur, had th, lar11,at 
paek ,tringa in tit, di,triet a,ad paelc,d i,a lllava, 
minin11 equipment including a 1000-/oot ate,l tram 
eabl, that took 10 mule,. All thu waa aeeompli,h,d 
be/or, a wagon road wa• conatn,eted. 

terrain is in an unstable volcanic flow,-the movement 
of which is almost imperceptible, but nevertheless 
enough to be noticeable over long periods. Together 
with this slight movement of the surrounding terrain, 
and with the help of overflowing waters from Mule 
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Cre~k following a flash flood, the gigantic earth slide 
of 1908 broke off and slowly crept down the slope 
until it dammed Monumental Creek below the boom 
town of Roosevelt.-inundating that hamlet, and 
eventually creating what we know now as Roosevelt 
Lake. Roosevelt (named after President Theodore) 
was a sizeable wilderness metropolis hastily thrown 
together following the gold boom of 1901. The gold 
stampede that the Caswell brothers, Ben, Lew and 
Dan sparked when they discovered gold at the mouth 
of Monumental Creek and after tracing its source on 
Thunder Mountain, it was the richer streak of gold 

Yellow Pine, the .,Shangri-La" of Idaho. On 
fringe of Thunder Mountain primitive area. 

Edwardsburg a, it looked in the earl11 1900'1. LookiKII 
up Big Creek in the directioK of tlte Belvechre flt"ea mad 
Profile Di,trict. Theae hi,torical atructure, are ,till 
,tanding. 

at the headwaters of Mule Creek that eventually set in 
motion the feverish gold rush, the likes of which has 
never been seen since. A gold rush of thousands of 
people from every walk of life. And like most gold 
rushes of that era, starting in the early spring when 
the winter's snow pack was thawing and the mountain 
streams were badly swollen in the back country where 
only trails penetrated the entire wilderness area. · 

Today the waters of this remote lake ripple over the 
roofless remains of a ghost town that has been the 
habitat of fish and other marine life for 52 years, 
after housing the short but hectic business and social 
life of perhaps what was the most isolated mining town 
in Idaho. 

Among the many unusual things that made up the 
every day life of this wilderness town in those days, 
was the "cow pack string" of Asa Clark - the sizable 

Clark'• Co"'- Paek Strin11 
enroute to Thunder Moun
tain to be u,ed for milk dur
ing 1ummer and /all. Tia• 
cow, were butchered for tu 
winter meat 1uppl11. . 



Burgdorf Hot Spring• a• it looked around th, turn of 
the centuT]f, An important •tage .top en rout, out of. 
Lardo and Pa.11ette Lake to Warren. 

string of milk cows that he packed, fu1ly 1oaded with 
supplies, into Roosevelt during the boom, where he 
milked them in the sumer and then butchered them in 
the fall to feed the miners. 

This and the accompanying photo depicting mother 
Nature's towering monument, after which Monumental 

. Creek derived its name, and the one taken of a pack 
.ule resting while on its way into the remote camp 

1oaded with a 500 pound crankshaft, was among the 

,,-. 
1· Ori11ina.l "Pon11" Smead ranelt. 

Built in tlte 80'• tltu South Fork log houae, on the route 
into Thunder Mountain, wa• the place where "Pony" 
Smead and hu Indian wi/1 ,·eared a lm·ge f amity and later 
wa• owned b11 the Du.aton• and Carey•. Now the Barkell 
lam•. 

D,we'IJ Mill at Thunder Mountain in 1103. · u u b,li,11,d 
that the 1100,000 check paid 611 Colonel D,we11 for the 
purchaae of the propert11 from th, Ca•well Brother•, wa• 
the largeat check ever iHued in Idaho up to that tim,. 

Note the wak, of earth •lid, to th, right back11round. 

unusua1 even in those days. And, in releasing for 
publication, the picture of Roosevelt and its submerged 
townsite which is now the lake, the story of this ghost 
town is not complete without the accompanying photo 
which shows the earth slide and where it started. 

Many stories have been -written about Thunder 
Mountain, and the sizeable metropolis of Roosevelt.
most of them all too strongly embellished with fiction 
in an effort to make them more interesting, even 
though most of these fictional efforts on the part of 



authors, destroy the true concept of this historical 
attraction. A story that if written as such, would be 
far more attractive and interesting for the average 
reader. For instance, to represent the hectic but short 
lived boom town as swarming with inhabitants at the 
time of the earth slide, and their frantic efforts to 
save themselves and their household possessions, in
cluding barrels of liquor from well stocked saloons, as 
the earth slide raced down the slope below Mule Creek 
where it started, is greatly exaggerated to say the i.$ ~ 
least. As a matter of fact Roosevelt and the immediate · f ~: ~; 
Thunder Mountain areas was pretty much deserted by ···: . ~-i j . . r1:f ,~ 
a disillusioned populace long before the disastrous .... '' . ( -~(l ~ J 1• 'J~'1-"~ 
earth s1ide let loos_e and slowly crept down the slope.- Ii;'-· · ·.··,,. -~ ,,5. tf.: - ~~ · · 
eventually dammmg Monumental Creek below the L ~ •. ---t•~~t U!' i· ~···: ~'.' ·· 
town, and as _slowl~ inundating a hamlet that actually . ~ ·. . ,_ .. !~~: .. ~ :;._(~~- ~- ·t· . . .-· •:. 
was already mhab1ted by ghosts. Ghosts of unusual - ·" · ~ · - ·•\ ►' --~ · .. · .. • ~ · 
characters like ~hose that' inhabited all deser!ed gold - A ·-, •- ·.-a& ·: 4- .. . ~:::~_' 

b~om towns du_rmg that era where such monikers ~s /:.; . ~ • . r- ~-~. -f:-- ;.tiP.-...: ··-,- ~~~~ 
Pick Handle Mike, Brown Gravy Sam, Hotfoot Davis, • . · A -~ •.: • .?:.-◄. · . · · · . _- -
the Foolhen and the Flyi_ng Sq~irrel were am?ng those .. : ·~ · .• .... L -:~· ~.; :•-=:_· -~~: ( ... · ~-~ ~::.~~~f ~ _i_~~ 
many unusual names quite t~p1c~l of a seethm~ popu- ~ !..,,._._-~ ·.• .. . :-· • . , · .. - - ·. · ·. ·~ ----=: ~:~ . 
lace that only gold could brmg mto such an isolated I.· .. :..~;. :--:: -: ' -~ --:::~· ··-
place. A place, that in those days had no telephone nor ·. --~ ~,- ~-\~.. ;?.e-. '-:•.: _::=- ::-~- ~ - ., 

other means of outside communication. No phono- · ' · '~"::-~ ~.:. 
graphs or other "canned" music for entertainment. ~ · -~·.,... :- . .• :-· ' : ~ ~ ··: 
A place where the winter's snow blanket covered all ·"""· :. -·-
structures so deep that the only transportation on top. An u!'u,ual photo •of the partl11 eubmerged TAuruur 

d Mountain town •I Rooeevelt eh.owing the debri• and nolO-
was possible by the og team, skis, snow shoes or mi:r:ed wat~r 111 it run to tit• eave, of ,ubmerged ,tnao-
perhaps an occasional snow shoes equipped horse. No turn that are flotO entirtla, under tit• water• tu• ROW eall 

Roo,vtlt Lake. 
effort was made to remove the snow. other than from 



. -, '• wind<tWS to let in light, or a "shaft" down to the doors . 
. In fact no such machine as a bulldozer or rotary plow 
was even thought about at that time, and the people 
just waited for hot sun and long days to clear the 

,-.. 

roads and trails of this obstacle to conventional travel. 
This writer, who viewed the submerged structures 

of Roosevelt only a short time after the rising waterR 
had reached the eaves, saw a man sitting on a rooftop 
fishing.-another unusual sight, but no photograph to 
prove it. 

Idaho perhaps has the novel distinction of being the 
only state in the Union w~ere Mother Nature decreed 

. ,.,,. .. ~--•-·----- ------ '4 

... .,. . 
IK~Src_,M E 
~~ 

Co% Dude Rane/a, owned bi, La/• a,ul Bmma Co~, on 
Joh:n,on Creek. Tlai1 retort i• on ti&• /rin11• of ti&• 
Thunder Mountain Wilder,aeH ar,a. 

1 

it her duty to bury a deserted ghost city under a lake 
of crystal clear, glacial cold water for all time.-A 
permanent monument of an era where rugged men and 
women treked inland over well night impassable ter
rain to build a metropolis that only gold could have 
been the incentive for erecting in such a remote place. 

Idaho has many attractions to off er the tourist 
within her gates, and especially within the boundaries 
of Valley County .-much of which is in the so called 
primitive area, and embraces unusually rugged terrain 
as well as oddly assorted caves, caverns and many 
places ·formerly inhabited by the Indian. Truly a wil-
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derness paradise of well over a million acres where the 
old as well as the young can now travel deep within 
the area by motor conveyance of some kind, or if 
preferred, into the most remote places by saddle or pack 
animal. Places so remote and inaccessable that man's 
feet have seldom trod. A primitive paradise of untold 
wealth in undeveloped resources and rugged beauty 
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A rtttaurant in,idt one of Utt mana, te,de tut 
were thrown up on the •ite where later a boo• totu11 
mu,hroomed practicall~ ovenaigltt to acootllodau 
the thou1and1 of gold-f eve,·ed people that ttucanucl 
into the remote Thunder Mountain area. 

necessary to seek shelter from emergencies that might 
arise.-This was the unwritten code of the mountain 
folk whose hospitality was never abused until the 
advent of the "outlander" who abused every hospitable 
privilege of trust, and forced the inhabitant to be 
suspicious of every traveler and use everything at 
his command to resist uninvited,encroachment into his 

Tiet Monument fnr 111ltich Monumental C,-cek wa, named 
- a natu,·al "Spact Netdle". 

\ 
unsurpassed anywhere else in the United States with . , 
the possible exception of the Yellowstone National ~
Park. ·•·· ,_, 

However, in regard~ to the immediate Thunder 
Mountain area, and the imbrnerged hamlet of Roose
ve1t, where the reRt1eRR terrain will no doubt bring 
about radical changes in the topography over the next 
few decades, with the continual erosion that is slowly 
filling the lake with sHt, may we just visualize the 
buried remains of this ghost town above which a lush 
meadow will be the habitat of wild animals, even as it 
used to be before man's endeavors reached into this 
remote wilderness and built a town inhabited by 
hundreds of gold crazed people? This is but one phase 
of evolution, and the end of the world as we know it. 

Thunder Mountain, and the now extinct city of 
Rooseve1t, is but one phase of many interesting 
changes that has taken place throughout the entire 
primitive area where, up until the early 1930's, the 
only mode of transportation was via the saddle or pack 
animal over a network of crude trails where the far 
f1ung inhabitant had to pack in their every necessity 
of life during the short snow-free season. An area 
where the mountaineer's cabin and his posessions were 
never locked against a neighbor who might find it 
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General ltf ercantilt •tore at Tltunder (u,ualla, re/en-•4 to 
as Thunder City). Thi• store waa ,wttumtd to Aave 6eet1 
owned and operated b11 the Logut /amil11 of Long V.allew. Tl&• 
,tore was an important 1uppl11 cenur /or pa.ek traiu ex rotd4 
to the "back countr11". 

world of privacy. Privacy, that currently the prim·f. 
tive areas resident · would willingly relinquish to the 
tourist who wou1d learn that the settl~r within the 
area had the same right of strict privacy in his cabin 
and adjacent territ~ry, as they enjoy on the "outside" 
\vhere trespassing on their premises would be unthink
able unless done outside the pale of the law. 

Thunder Mountain and its closely associated primi• 
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Caacade, Idaho in 1u,. A gatewa11 to the primitive areaa 
of Tia.under Mountain, via Warm Lake. 

tive areas are reached by a picturesque and pleasant 
drive out of Boise, Idaho, over highway 15 to Cascade 
and Payette Lakes.-both of which have interesting 
recreational areas on the fringes of this vast and awe 
Inspiring wilderness where the Cox Dude Ranch on 
Johnson Creek, Yellow Pine and Big Creek Lodge 
currently· accommodates the venturesome tourist on 
the threshold of Valley County's paradise-a reflection 
of an era when Edwardsburg and adjacent areas were 
reached only by a network of crude trails. 

The Thunder Mountain back country, abounding as 
It does with elk, big horn mountain sheep, goat and 
deer amid exceptionaly rugged but beautiful terrain 
where Mother Nature's mountain streams, lakes and 
rivers are teeming with excellent trout, is truly a 
paradise for those tourists desiring the services of 

Wa1·rea, Idaho - one time county seat of Idaho 
Co1natr and l&i,torical gold camp th1'0ugh which gold-

numerous packers and guides within the area. And 
for the traveler who may prefer the attractions on the 
fringe areas of the Thunder Mountain wilderness, both 
Cascade Lake and Payette Lake have abundant amuse
ments typical of those beautiful inland bodies of water 
adjacent to highway 15 out of Boise Idaho. 

Officially designated as a territory in 1868, Idaho 
will celebrate its 100th birthday as a territory In 1963. 
It's a birthday that will be celebrated more or leas over 
the entire state. This Territorial Centennial will also 
draw the attention of many others, including travelers 
to and from the Seattle World's Fair who perhaps may 
have an opportunity to see Idaho for the first time, 
and be so impressed with the state's attractions that 
they wil1 return in 1963. ' 

crazed people 1tampeded into the remote Thunder 
Mountain area during tht. boom. 
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· A Joi11t ealoon and re.taurant doing a ncal 
l>uiu•• toAU. tlN uolated town of Roo11111elt 
toa 6•itl1 eoutnu:ted to lt.ouae tu mattw 
plaM• of 6uiweH, 6otA good and bad, tl&at 10u 
t11JJWI of euel camp• during tl&at era. 

"Curle11" Brewer, Thunder Mountain mail 
carrier, out bound from Warren, Idaho, with 
the mail in 1901, before the remote camp of 

Her• tit.• ruixg water• of Moxu,...,atal CrH1' •n 
1lowl11 inundating tA, Mittitag toto11 of Rooeev•lt, 
Ida.lo. 

Sources of Information and Photographs 

Pad,lie Libraf11, Bou,, ldalo 
ldalto Hi,torical Societ11, Bou,, ldalo 

Mr. and Mr,. Robert McRae, Bou,, Ida.lo 
Mr. and Mr,. Lafe Co~, Yellow Piu, Ida.lo 

HarrJI Nook, Cucad,, ldalo 
Mr,. Holli• SAiPJJ 

Pet, Petereon, E•••tt, ldalo 
Napier Edwarth, Big Creelc, ldalo 

Roo,evelt laad a po1tolfice and mail 111mc, 
under contract .. 
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