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We are sorry to report that “D’em Flormann
Boys, Part III" by Jerry L. Bryant has bee
delayed because of computer problems. Jerry
promises it in the future.

The Literary Mine Superintendent
By Paul Higbee

Ambrose Bierce penned one of the
shortest and most quoted book reviews
ever. About a now forgotten piece of
literature he commented, “The covers of
this book are too far apart.” Had a book
been written about Bierce’s time in the
Black Hills, he would likely have said the
same thing, regardless of the book’s length.

Bierce’s sardonic wit made him
among the nation’s best read authors of the
late 1800s and early 1900s, and he often
wrote of the West. But wunlike his
contemporary, Mark Twain, who found
Western lawlessness funny, Bierce viewed
it as anything but. Bierce, wrote biographer
Richard O'Conner, looked at the region’s
lawlessness and, “labeled it for what it was -
- murder, armed robbery, assault with
intent to kill.” That thinking, O’Connor
believed, stemmed from four months’
employment as the Black Hills Placer
Mining Company’s on-site superintendent,
in 1880.

Bierce turned 38 that year and in a
modest way was making a literary mark in
San Francisco. He didn't hesitate to drop his
writing career — for good, he predicted at
the time — when an old army buddy
associated with the Black Hills mine offered
him the superintendency for $5,000
annually. That was a huge wage then, and
everything about the company looked good
on paper. Its corporate office was on Wall

Street, New York. Cornelius Vanderbilt sat
on the board and eventually became
president, and the company had drawn up
an elaborate engineering plan for
delivering water to its dry Rockerville
diggings. But when Bierce arrived in
Rockerville in June, he must have
recognized instantly that he was in for a
tough time. A 13-mile flume was under
construction from Spring Creek to
Rockerville, because gold couldn't be
processed without water. Crews blasted
tunnels through rocky ridges, built tall
trestles, and cut trees to form a 150 foot-
wide swath so the flume would survive
forest fires. But for all their work, the
laborers found their paydays woefully
irregular. At the same time, creditors
complained they couldn’t collect from the
company. It's likely something crooked was
afoot, beyond Bierce’s knowledge and
control, and that company funds were
disappearing between New York and
Rockerville. Talk in Black Hills saloons
suggested workers might destroy their
completed construction if things didn't
improve soon. Bierce pleaded for patience,
promised to work out a better pay system,
and reminded laborers that he was new to
the company and couldn’'t be blamed for
past abuses. He believed his employees
continued to eye him suspiciously, though.

Quickly Bierce found himself also in
hot water with New York stockholders,
appalled to learn he had a bounty hunter
named Boone May on payroll. According to
Bierce’s written account, May saved the
company $30,000 and perhaps its
superintendent’s life one night on the road
between Deadwood and Rockerville. Bierce






