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The Beginning

Before white 
incursion

Land of the Dakubetede, Athapaskan speakers from “Alaska”

1851 Gold was discovered on Jackson and Daisy (Dairy) Creeks.

1853 26-year-old James Sterling came to Oregon Territory (OT) from 
Illinois and farmed in Eden (Phoenix) with Aaron Davis.

Winter 1854 Davis and Sterling's claim near Jacksonville was jumped. They 
checked out Jackass (Forest) Creek. On returning home by way 
of Little Applegate, they stopped for lunch and found gold – to be
kept their secret.

June 1854 Davis and Sterling returned with three trusted friends but no 
provisions. Sterling went to Jacksonville to get supplies. The 
creek was packed with prospectors when Sterling returned. Davis
offered a half-claim, a quarter of a finder's right. Sterling rejected
this affront and returned to the farm.

1860 The federal census recorded Aaron Davis in the home of John and
Maryum McKee in Logtown (John was on the Applegate Trail).

1903 Sterling died in Yreka with an estate worth merely $1,165.80.

Who was Deming

July 29, 1828 Newman Jackson Deming was born in Chautaugua, NY. He lived 
in Bloomfield, Indiana in 1850.

April 25, 1853 Headed a petition for A.A. Skinner to represent OT in Congress.

1854 Deming was recorded as a voter in the territorial census.

1860 Deming is found nowhere in the 1860 census. He married in Ohio
in 1862, and died in Muncie, Indiana in 1906.

Sterlingville – Six Attempts to Build a Ditch

Fall 1854 The boomtown named for someone who never lived there, never 
shared in its riches, boasted saloons, stores, boarding houses, 



and a bakery. The population surpassed 1,000.

R. Lewis, Table Rock Sentinel (SOHS newsletter, March 1982).

1855 Many miners abandoned claims in an exceptionally dry year. 
Adam West and others dug a ditch from Little Applegate to the 
lower stretch of Sterling Creek (Buncom), but gave up.

1856 A wetter year saw the end of the Rogue Indian Wars. Population 
800. On one day in March miners washed out $300 each.

1857 Another dry year. A survey to bring a second ditch from the 
Applegate River fizzled. The population fell to 500. Tunnels 
started to undermine abandoned buildings.

Farmers and Families Move In

1856 Alice Gilson born, first child of Thomas & Mary Ann (McDaniels) 
Gilson, became a domestic for David Linn abd married Christian 
Ulrich. Their daughter Leona married Herbert K. Hanna.

1858 A third proposal was made to ditch in water, this time to upper 
Sterling Creek, continuing into Jacksonville. Surveyors 
determined that to flow for 28 miles, the water would need to 
start at the elevation of … the Sq**w Lakes.

1860 The census taker found over 30 buildings unoccupied and 
recorded 123 people, including Hawaiians (“Kanaka”) and 
Chinese. No Blacks were listed although there was a “Negro Flat” 
near Gilson Gulch. Few businesses operated although the 
Saltmarsh brothers did secure a license to sell liquor.

1860 Ditch #4: The Gallagher, a communal effort, finally succeeded in 
bringing water from the Applegate to lower Sterling Creek.

1861 As the Civil War began, winter rains brought severe flooding 



throughout Jackson County. “Bunkum … was completely 
overflowed.” Oregon Sentinel, Dec. 14, 1861.

1863 Ditch #5: So. Oregon Water Ditch & Mining Corp. was organized. 
A steam sawmill was shipped from Crescent City to support 
construction of wooden flumes and trestles. The company made 
such a profit selling milled lumber that it tabled the ditch project.

The Armstrong-Cameron Affair

Nov. 1853 Reuben Armstrong and Irish-born Elisabeth married in Wisconsin.

Fall 1854 - 
1866

The Armstrongs came to Jackson County, OT.  They lived in 
Uniontown near Theodric “Tod” Cameron. In 1864, Reuben 
flipped the Henry Brown DLC (purchased by Sam Hamilton in 
1887): Reuben paid $200 at sheriff's sale on April 6 and sold to 
Al Sturgis one month later for $1000. Fifth child Olin Armstrong 
was born on May 10, 1866. Elizabeth and Tod started an affair.

1983 USGS topo.

October 1867 The Armstrongs moved to a four-room house on Reuben's claim. 
Tod delivered goods from his store. Elisabeth “in violation of her 
marriage vows and obligations did … in [Reuben's] house on 
Sterling Creek, without [his] knowledge or consent, commit 
Adultery with one T. Cameron.” Armstrong v. Armstrong 
Complaint for Divorce. James Armstrong was born in 1869.

July 30, 1871 Partners Reuben, Tod and U.S. Hayden patented extensive 
mining claims. Ellen “Ella” Armstrong was born in 1871.

July 1, 1877 “On divers days and times between [1867] and the 1st day of July
1877 [Elisabeth] has committed Adultery with the said T. 
Cameron.”

Sept. 3, 1877 Reuben filed for divorce, represented by Kahler & Watson. 
(Charles Kahler would soon partner with Samuel Lackland to dig 



a ditch and mine the Palmer Creek Diggings; Lackland sold his 
interest to Gin Lin in 1881.) Elisabeth was represented by Hiero 
K. Hanna (future father-in-law of Leona Gilson) who moved to 
make Reuben state more exactly when “he became cognizant of 
any such acts of adultery” … the implication being that Reuben 
had effectively consented.

1880 Reuben was granted a divorce and custody of all minor children. 
Elisabeth's fate is unknown. In 1880 Reuben, son George (age 
24) and daughter Belle (17) were still living on the Applegate 
farm. Second daughter Elizabeth had married and was living on 
Little Applegate; the youngest, Ella, lived with them, probably 
reflecting that Reuben did not view her as his legitimate child. 
Eldest daughter Mary had married E.B. Caton. The status of 
Isabel and James are unknown, perhaps deceased.

Feb. 1881 Olin was killed while deer hunting in Big Butte. Olin was sleeping 
next to the fire. A large blazing log rolled out and pinned him.

And what became of Tod Cameron? Tod took over the Sterling 
Mine and became even more wealthy. He became a state senator,
married widow Mary Krause, and lived a long comfortable life in 
Jacksonville. By 1910, Reuben, his son George and grandchildren
had moved to Susanville, Grant County, OR.

The Giants

1871 Ditch #6. “The buildings of the once promising town had largely 
disappeared. Those still standing were empty derelicts. Business 
activity had moved to the flat below the cemetery and the town 
now consisted of a general store and a school house. To keep the
citizens in touch with the outside world, Joe Saltmarsh drove a 
hack to Jacksonville and back once a week... Cameron and 
Hayden, both of whom still owned potentially rich claims, decided
to have another try at the ditch.” Haines, Table Rock Sentinel 
(SOHS newsletter), March 1982. They procured a survey.

1875 Cameron and Hayden sold out to Portland capitalists, The Sterling
Mine Company, for $25,000. The general manager, David P. 
Thompson, had just completed a term as Territorial Governor of 
Idaho. He went into politics penniless and exited wealthy.

June 1875 Multiple contracts were let to dig sections of the ditch from one to
five miles in length.

July 1875 Three hundred ditch diggers were at work. Irwin Lumber Mill was
moved from Sams Valley to Sterling to reduce costs.

Nov. 1875 The ditch gates were opened. Two hydraulic giants generated 
enough force to push a huge boulder uphill.

January 1878 Sterling Mine was in full operation. Thompson left for Portland, 



leaving Frank Ennis as Superintendant.

Feb. 1878 The ditch froze. Mining was possible only a few hours on sunny 
days.  Anton Rose, the ditch tender, fell in and almost died.

The Ankenys

1879 The mine was acquired by Captain Alexander P. Ankeny. He 
traded his developed block in Portland which housed business 
buildings and the most lavish theater in the Northwest, The New 
Market Theater. Over the next two years, Ankeny acquired the 
Kleinhammer and Saltmarsh claims and expanded the ditch. He 
owned almost all of the private land and mining claims from 
Sterlingville to Buncom. There was one holdout: Ed Graupner.

Jan. 28, 1882

1887 Oregon-born Newton Haskins was hired as foreman over a crew 
of sixty-seven Chinese miners.

1890

The Captain died the following year. Henry and his sister 
inherited Sterling Mine.

1900 A spectacularly successful year. In April alone, seven nuggets 
worth $17,000 were sluiced. Henry turned management over to 



his son Frank.

1904 Ankeny sold to Frederick J. Blakeley of Portland.

Spencer Seth Bullis

1911 Blakeley sold to T.N. Barnwell and Spencer Seth Bullis. Bullis has 
quite a resume of shady deals and disasters, including being 
found a fraud by the United States Supreme Court and the fatal 
crash of the logging train in what is now Forest Park.

1919 The mine was leased to a speculator who made a mere $323.60 
profit.

1928 Bullis died; control of the mine passed to his son Seth who had 
no interest in mining. Blakeley came back on the scene.

Medford Water Power & Development Corp.

1929

1930s The stock market crashed and Great Depression set in. Blakeley 
let squatters live and “slow hand” mine along Sterling Creek.

1934 Blakeley sold to E. Cord McCormick of New York who incorporated
Sterling Mines, Inc. and evicted seventy-two squatters.

Nov. 27, 1934


