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Don Sheldon said he would be talking about his early life in Wyoming. They lived on a ranch in the
central section of Wyoming near the Red Desert. This was an area which was formerly occupied by
warring Indian tribes — The Shoshoni, The Crows, The Arapahos and other Indian tribes. As a result
farmers plowing in fields in this area turn up spearheads and other implements. It is also a route through
South Pass to the Oregon Trail. The deep ruts are still visible. The area had buffalo, elk and bighorn
sheep. One time in the Wind River country there were thousands of buffalo. The main feed in the area
was a small bunch grass. When he was about six years old he was living near the Wind River on a ranch
with his parents and one sister. He would ride his horse about five and a half miles to a country school.
Winters in Wyoming can be severe with wind and blowing snow. In spring the Chinook winds come in.
One January day they started out for school and it was snowing. It became worse as they progressed.
The wind was blowing at gale force. He would get off his horse and get on with his sister when he got
cold. They returned home. In the old ranch areas it was all federal lease land. A small amount of the land
would be owned and ranched and then they would lease additional federal land for grazing. Fall time
was the dry season. They had dammed reservoirs for the stock. They would drain the spring runoff and
it would retain enough water to last through the summer. He had to learn to ride a horse at a very
young age. This was in the 1930s. The country was rolling hills with many cedar trees growing. They
were used for fence posts. They would cut cedar posts in the late fall. He described the game animals
and game birds in the area. The prairie chicken was found in this area. It was easy game and there are
now protective laws to protect the bird. There were also great numbers of antelope. When riding a
horse and running into a herd of antelope there was always the possibility that a horse would throw the
rider. There developed a great breed of horsemen in the west. He talked about the Cheyenne Frontier
Days and the Lander Frontier Days. The Fourth of July is celebrated by a great amount of showmanship
on horses. The Indian tribes turn out in their regalia. The duties on the farm of a young person would be
to help with all the chores. They might milk cows, run range cattle, or brand new calves. The chores are
varied by season. In the summer they put up hay and grain. In the 1930s they used a team of horses to
pull up a hay stacker. They could get three or four cuts of alfalfa in the summer. They had diamond
backed rattlesnakes in the area. He described the different jobs harvesting hay. Sometimes a rattlesnake
was lifted into the air with the hay. When the corn and grain were ready for harvest there were
additional jobs to do. They cut wheat and laid it in large bundles. The thrashing machine would arrive
later. They were busy on the farm/ranch. They raised cattle, sheep and horses. When he was eight he
moved to Lander with his mother and sister. His mother operated a rooming house. The town of Lander
was located in the center of farming and cattle raising activities. It was a good spot to be raised. When
he was thirteen he got a good summer job. He worked for the Wyoming Tie and Timber Company. Each



spring they moved thousands of railroad ties from an area near Dubois by river to a pickling plant in
Riverton. There were few roads. They cut the ties in a heavily timbered area and they were skidded by
sled and horse team. They were taken to a flume which went down to the Wind River. There were fifty
or seventy tie drivers. The back-up crews ran a movable camp and this is where he worked. They used
Dutch ovens which were two foot in diameter and weighed fifty or sixty pounds each. He described
cooking over a fire. The chief of the cooking operation was a Norwegian named Adolph Solom. He was
very good at his job. The tie drive lasted about five or six weeks. The traveling cook camp was moved by
truck. The final arrival at the pickling plant was a great day. Everyone was given a job on the conveyor.

Sheldon talked about working for the dairy farm. He was on a milk run early one morning on Fourth
Avenue. The population of Anchorage at this time was about 2500. He stopped at a crossing and ran into
James Cook who he had met in Juneau. Cook was trying to line up people to go north. Sheldon had
fifteen dollars at the time. Cook talked him into going to the train depot and getting tickets. They could
get as far as Talkeetna. They arrived in Talkeetna. The miners were coming in from the mines. It was an
active gold mining area. The miners would come into town, resupply and then go back out into the
brush for trapping in the winter. If some had made money in the summer they might go back to the old
country. There was a considerable amount of Native villagers in Talkeetna. They lived along the old
Talkeetna River where it met up with the Susitna. Talkeetna means the meeting of the three rivers. It
was a colorful village. This is exactly what Sheldon thought Alaska was all about. They had looked for a
place to stay and an old timer named Perkins offered his homestead cabin about a mile from town. The
second morning they had a raging blizzard with four or five feet of snow. They had looked for work in
Talkeetna. They found a job cutting wood. They cut about thirty cords of wood. As the days got shorter
cutting wood became harder. After about a week in Talkeetna they had a bull moose outside the cabin.
He shot the moose without knowing that they were out of season. He exchanged the moose meat for
other groceries at the store. The commissioner told him that the moose was out of season and received
some of the moose from Sheldon. They continued to cut and sell wood. In March Cook decided to leave
Talkeetna. About this time there was a cabin fire and one of the old timers lost everything he owned.
Sheldon invited him to stay with him. The old timer taught him about beaver trapping and skinning. He
went trapping and caught a beaver. He attempted to skin the beaver and eventually learned the correct
way of skinning. He caught his limit of beaver and sold them for about 20 dollars each. The miners were
getting their supplies together for summer mining. He was offered a job by a miner from Nome who had
settled in Talkeetna. They were to work 10 hours a day all summer for five dollars a day. Standard
procedure was to start in the middle of June. They freighted into the area with horses, dog teams and
crawler caterpillars. Freighting usually started in the month of April. They had to deal with deep snow
and deeper snow drifts. In 1939 he worked on Cottonwood Creek in the Cache Creek area. The miner
had found a paying streak. There were two or three helpers along with the miner and his wife. He said
the gold was bright and in nuggets. The bedrock was often a blue clay. About a teaspoon of fine gold
would equal an ounce. Work was rugged and there were four of them working at the mine. One of the
workers hurt his back and returned to Anchorage for hospital care. That left three placer hands at the
Jenkins Mine. They were placer mining. Jenkins had cut a ditch by hand about five miles long to gather
water.

Sheldon said in early spring there may be fifty feet of snowdrifts in the mining area. In the latter part of
April into May there is break up. In early May or June placer mining operations start. A lot of work has to
be done before mining operations begin. The ditches have to be opened by hand. They have to remove



the snow. The water is piped into a four foot pipe. The casing graduates down into six inch sections and
develops pressure. The hydraulic nozzles of the unit called a giant are four inches creating more
pressure. They use the pressure to remove the earth and small rocks (the overburden). The pay dirt is
left near the bedrock. This is also moved by the hydraulic pressure and moved to the flume boxes. The
boxes contain riffles which stop the gold as it flows over. The overburden goes through the boxes and
the heavier gold is stopped by the riffles. When the area is completely mined out then there is the gold
clean up. There is considerable amount of hard labor involved. Mr. Jenkins had a caterpillar tractor
which was used to move the pipe equipment. They had a total of seven clean ups during the summer. It
was mostly hand operated. They had a French Canadian visit during the summer. His friend who had
been injured earlier in the summer was interested in establishing cabins halfway between the Cache
Creek area and Talkeetna. Sheldon planned to work the last day at the mine and then catch the cat train
back to the village of Talkeetna. It was seventy miles to Talkeetna. The season had been lucrative. Mr.
and Mrs. Jenkins asked him to stay two more weeks, but he had made plans to leave at the end of
August. He put on his seventy pound pack and walked about ten miles to the pick-up spot for the cat
train.



