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DALE

By ALAN HENSCHER

WHEN THE VETERAN TRAVELER J. Smeaton Chase stopped at a mine in the
Dale district in 1915, he looked at the precarious lifeline that connected the
district to the nearest railroad, at Amboy: "The view to the north was memorable
as an example of the ultra-desolate. Beyond the ragged brown foreground lay
the pale gray expanse of a dry lake, whitened near its centre by the alkaline de-
posit from its vanished water. Beyond that rose the ashy wall of the Sheephole
Mountains, quite lunar in their look of geologic age and dreariness. A thread-like
line that skirted the lake bed and faded in a gap of the hills marked the road
to Amboy . ..."

Who would dare to mine in such an area? An untold number of hardy loners
and sophisticated investors from the cities of California. Within miles of Chase,
who was staying at the Supply Mine, were half a dozen producing mines and a dozen
or two that occasionally made news.

The earliest history of the district is murky. The Virginia Dale Mine was
discovered in 1885, reportedly by Tom B. Lyons and Johnny (alias Quartz) Wilson.
The claim lay about 35 miles south of Cadiz, a station on the Santa Fé line, and
near a dry lake named after prospector John Burt (since renamed Dale Lake).

Lvons and Wilson organized the Virginia Dale Mining Company and built a five-stamp
mill--the first in the district--at a well near the lake bed in 1887. (Alas, "one of
the sandstorms for which the desert is famous" later buried the plant.) Yet even
with such a favorable start, mining remained stunted for nearly a decade.

Starting in 1895, strikes of moderate- and high-grade ore stirred the reg-
ion's mining circles. The owner of the Gypsy Mine personally brought in 16 men, a
train of three wagons and 12 horses, machinery, camp equipment, and enough sup-
plies to last two months. By early 1896, the district had become "overrun with
miners and prospectors.” Two county supervisors came across 20 teams "heavily
loaded with prospectors’ outfits." The Redlands Citrograph gushed that the "next
rush in mining circles will be to Vvirginia Dale. Mark the prediction. . . . Soon mills
will cammence their ceaseless clatter and then money will begin to go out in
streams. Keep your eye on Virginia Dale."

About then, a settlement of adobes grew up around a well dug by Lvons
(Burt's well), near the Virginia Dale mill. A post office, served by daily mail deli-
veries from Cadiz, was established in November, 1896; supplies and lumber were
still teamed by Walters Station (the present Mecca), on the Southern Pacific Rail-
road, to the south. Weeks later, the county supervisors were asked to estab-
lish a full-fledged court township. ". . . Now when they get a justice of the peace
and a couple of constables, together with a deputy sheriff, Virginia Dale will
blossom out into a regular, old fashioned, flourishing mining camp with all the
necessary concomitants.”

These words were hardly an exaggeration. About 600 to 700 men were doing
"a great deal of work" in a 12x16-mile district in early 1897. Dale City was platted
in March. "Things out in Virginia Dale are lively, very. . . ." Dale City supported
two stores, the post office, a blacksmith shop, wagon and stage lines running to

a railroad, and "other concomitants of civilization will very shortly materialize. . ..

everything is lovely."” (See Page 38)




