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The most exciting variation from the crushing drudgery of
placer sluicing was, for the early California miner, the day
the headgate shut and the water stopped running. It was
time to see what all that hard work had produced: clean-up day. On
clean-up day, the nuggets and dust would be carefully gathered from the
sluice boxes, and, under a watchful eye, the final stages of separating the
gold from sand took place. Clean-up day was when the earth yielded a
payday.

Mining historians likewise need to occasionally pause to gather up
the good stuff and assess the work that has been done in our subfield.!
As a starting point we are fortunate to have the invaluable bibliographic
compilations of Lysa Wegman-French and Richard Lingenfelter to draw
upon.” However, we believe it is time to consider the picture from a larg-
er frame of reference. Mining history has undergone significant shifts
over the last few decades—many of which mirror trends in the larger
field of history. No recent guide to mining history exists that considers
both the long-run and recent work in the same frame, but we think any
effort in that direction would be useful for multiple audiences.

We also think newcomers could benefit from a deeper view of min-
ing scholarship. Many graduate students and recent Ph.D.s are work-
ing in mining history, but they often think of themselves as something
else—environmental historians, labor historians, historians of technol-
ogy, business historians—not as mining historians. Hence, when they
start to think about this history, they often do not consider older books
in mining history as important to their projects. New scholarship would
surely be enriched if it considered many of the great mining histories
written in past decades.



Other people invested in mining history are
not sure what they really need to read amongst
the many newly published books. They risk miss-
ing out on path-breaking new research that would
help them to better understand the mining past.
Who are the intellectual heirs of Rodman Paul,
Clark Spence, Duane Smith or Sally Zanjani?
How are they tunneling new drifts? What new
books are doing something completely new, dig-
ging beyond classic scholarship and into brand
new glory holes?

In the winter and spring of 2019, the authors
of this article decided that one way to get some
traction on these questions would be to survey
as many people invested in mining history as we
could. What books—whether classic works or
recent histories—should everyone read? After
gaining institutional approval and setting up our
survey instrument, we reached out to Mining His-
tory Association members, and to others involved
in mining history, through the MHA newsletter,
e-mails, and social media. We received forty full
responses, which, after the data was cleaned and
summarized, provided us with an excellent bibli-
ography and a total of 134 distinct books.

This article will discuss the results of this sur-
vey, using some of the key works cited to suggest
how the “doing” of mining history has changed in
focus over the last few decades. From the begin-
ning, we anticipated that our survey would be, at
best, a snapshot of the thinking of just some mem-
bers of our subfield, but we believe such an en-
deavor to be a valuable undertaking—that is, we
hope as much to prompt questions and debate as
to provide solid answers. Therefore, in addition
to our analysis below, we also invite you to take
a look at the survey results yourself. The bibliog-
raphy can be found at the end of this article, the
data in an online repository known as Zenodo,
and more survey information at http://ericny-
strom.org/mining-books-survey/.?
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Respondent Data

The occupational diversity of mining histori-
ans is an important feature of the subfield, so we
were careful not to assume everyone came from
the same background. The greatest proportion of
our respondents were historians (18, 45 percent),
representing nearly half of all those surveyed.
“Mining or Metallurgy professionals” were next,
with six (15 percent). The categories of amateurs
or enthusiasts, museum and heritage profession-
als, writers/journalists, compliance/environmen-
tal professionals, and “other occupation” also
received multiple respondents. A geologist, an at-
torney, and an archeologist rounded out the list.

Of the survey respondents, twenty-four con-
sidered themselves “active” in their profession (60
percent), with thirteen “retired” (32.5 percent),
and three noting some other status. No respon-
dents self-identified as students. While 83 per-
cent of the historians considered themselves ac-
tive in the profession (15/18), by contrast, all but
one of the mining professionals responding to our
survey were retired (5 of 6, also 83 percent), as
were two out of the three “amateurs/enthusiasts.”
These data suggest that audiences may come to
mining history at different points in their profes-
sional careers.

Survey respondents were largely from the
United States (32/40, 80 percent), with three
from Canada, four from Europe (each from a dif-
ferent country), and one from Africa. Of those
from the United States whose state was known
(29), 62 percent were from Western states, with
six Coloradans representing the single largest
state turnout. Six respondents (20.7 percent)
were from midwestern states, and five (17.2 per-
cent) were from eastern states. The western bias
here mirrors that of the Mining History Asso-
ciation itself. One important gap in respondents
is “coal country.” Though some states that have
produced coal are represented, several of the most
iconic coal producers, including West Virginia,
Kentucky, and Wyoming, did not appear among
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respondents to the survey.
The Questions

We hoped to capture both the long-time es-
sential readings as well as exciting new works, so
we asked our respondents for a list of the three best
“classic” books in mining history. Then we asked
them for a list of the “best recent” books in min-
ing history. Both of these questions were deliber-
ately vague, to be interpreted by the respondent,
which makes parsing the results a bit awkward.
We purposefully did not use dates for “classics,”
although we certainly were thinking they would
be older works; nor did we provide a date range
for “recent” books.

The result is that seventeen books actually re-
ceived votes on both lists, including older books,
like Clark Spence’s now almost fifty-year-old book
Mining Engineers and the American West, and a
few quite new ones, like Arn Keeling and John
Sandlos” edited collection Mining and Commu-
nities in Northern Canada: History, Politics, and
Memory (2015).* Since we asked about “classics”
and “recent,” the characteristics of our list can be
explained. Yes, the 1980s clearly produced more
than six great books, but many respondents likely
thought the 1980s neither qualified as “classic”
nor as “recent.”

In an effort to be expansive and inclusive, we
also did not say what exactly qualified something
to be a “mining history.” Hence, the final bibliog-
raphy includes memoirs, published diaries, global
or national surveys, and in-depth looks at specific
mining districts during very specific periods. Few
books that were not explicitly framed as about
mining made the list, though. Books that feature
mining largely as a step towards mineral process-
ing, such as books about copper smelting or steel-
making, make few appearances on our list, nor do
books that feature mining mostly as a catalyst or a
backdrop. For example, Elliott West’s popular Zhe
Contested Plains, which describes the gold rush to
Colorado’s front range, doesn’t actually feature

very much mining and so it never received a vote,
nor did Susan Johnson’s Bancroft Prize-winning
Roaring Camp, which describes the social world
of southern California’s gold rush.

The Classics

Survey respondents provided 119 classics,
and there was a wide range among these respons-
es. Almost half—52—only appeared once in this
list. Twenty-one books received multiple votes in
the classics category, accounting for 56 percent of
the responses (67/119). The dates ranged widely
as well. We had books first published in 1556
(Agricola, counted as the 1912 Hoover transla-
tion), 1876, and the carly decades of the twenti-
eth century. But we also had five votes for books
first published in the 2010s, and sixteen votes for
books first produced in the 2000s. The median
year for all our classic vote-getters was 1976.6

So what classic books should every mining
historian read? Respondents provided us with
the following ranked list:

2019 Survey:

Paul, Rodman W. Mining Frontiers of the Far
West: 1848-1880. New York: Holt, Rinehart and
Winston, 1963 (reprint: University of New Mex-
ico Press, 1974); 9 votes (including one vote spe-
cifically for the revised edition with Elliott West
from 2001).”

Spence, Clark C. Mining Engineers and the
American West: The Lace-Boot Brzgade, 1849-
1933. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1970
(reprint: University of Idaho Press, 1993); 8
votes.

Crampton, Frank A. Deep Enough: A Work-
ing Stiff in the Western Mine Camps. Denver: Sage
Books, 1956 (reprint: University of Oklahoma
Press, 1993); 6 votes.

Francaviglia, Richard V. Hard Places: Read-
ing the Landscape of America’s Historic Mining
Districts. Towa City: University of Iowa Press,

1991; 5 votes.
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Agricola, Georgius, Herbert Hoover, and Lou
Henry Hoover. De Re Metallica. London: The
Mining Magazine, 1912; 4 votes.

This list differs a bit from previous lists, in-
cluding a survey of senior mining scholars com-
piled for the Mining History Association news-
letter in 1998.8

1998 Survey:

Spence, Clark C. Mining Engineers and the
American West: The Lace-Boot Brzgade, 1849-
1933. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1970.

Smith, Duane. Rocky Mountain Mining
Camps: The Urban Frontier. Niwot: University
Press of Colorado, 1967.

Wyman, Mark. Hard Rock Epic: Western
Miners and the Industrial Revolution. Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1979.

Young, Otis. Western Mining: An Informal
Account of Precious-Metals Prospecting, Placering,
Lode Mining, and Milling on the American Fron-
tier. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press,
1970.

(tie) Greever, William. 7he Bonanza West:
The Story of the Western Mining Rushes. Moscow:
University of Idaho, 1963.

(tie) Paul, Rodman W. Mining Frontiers of the
Far West: 1848-1880. New York: Holt, Rinehart
and Winston, 1963.

That earlier survey placed Spence’s Mining
Engineers and the American West first. That book
sits second in our survey. Rodman Paul's Mining
Frontiers of the Far West was tied for fifth in 1998.
It is likely that Elliott West’s revised and expand-
ed edition of Paul’s classic, published in 2001,
helped to keep that particular classic relevant.
While most of the earlier top ten received votes
in our survey, a few did not receive a single vote,
including Duane Smith’s Rocky Mountain Min-
ing Camps (although four of Smith’s other books
made our lists), William Greever’s Bonanza West,
Richard Lingenfelter’s Hard Rock Miners, and

Malcolm Rohrbough’s Days of Gold’ This re-
sult might be partly due to these books’ age, the
smaller number of entries we requested, changing
tastes, or maybe even the slightly broader reach of
our survey, which led to a book like Agricola’s De
Re Metallica making our list . The 1998 survey
also asked for the “best introductions or case or
regional studies” on the topic of mining history.
This wording may have implied that regional sur-
veys should be privileged over first-hand accounts
like Deep Enough. The new big winner is prob-
ably Richard Francaviglia’s Hard Places, which
has become the progenitor of a few recent trends
in mining historiography, especially those doing
landscape or geographical analysis, those focusing
on environmental history, and those concerned
with decline in once-prosperous mining areas.

Long-Standing Themes: Rushes,
Business, Biographies, and Technology

When we take a look at a decade-by-decade
breakdown of the results, a number of major
themes emerge. There remains along-standingin-
terest in the excitement of mining rushes, the ini-
tial stage in most mining stories. If we just focus
on the US. West, one top vote-getter, Rodman
Paul’s Mining Frontiers of the Far West, starts with
ideas that harken back to the dean of Western His-
tory, Frederick Jackson Turner, and his interest in
the settlement and character of America’s West
through the operation of a frontier process.'’

Historians have continued to ask questions
about how mining rushes have shaped settlement,
but most have moved beyond the older frontier
framing. They instead look at borderlands, set-
tler-native interactions, and even international
comparisons. Good examples reported in the
survey might be the edited collection by Benja-
min Mountford and Stephen Tuffnell, 4 Global
History of Gold Rushes (2018), or the environ-
mental analysis of what conditions are needed to
trigger a gold rush in Kent Curtis’ Gambling on
Ore (2013).1
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Another long-standing theme that voters
deemed important was business and economic
history. No matter the period, between 20 and
30 percent of voters” choices fit this category of
analysis. Some reached back to classics like Clark
Spence’s British Investments and the American
Mining Frontier (1958), but a number of books
have continued this theme, whether studying a
specific branch of mining, like Charles Hyde’s
Copper for America (1998), the dealings of a spe-
cific firm, like John Fahey’s Hecla: A Century of
Western Mining (1990), or the impacts of min-
ing speculation on global finances, like Richard
Lingenfelter’s two-volume Bonanzas and Borras-
cas, which won the Mining History Association’s
Clark Spence Award in 2012."2

Biographies and autobiographies from earlier
eras sat among the most commonly voted books.
Frank Crampton’s Deep Enough: A Working Stiff
in the Western Mine Camps made it to number
three on our list of classics. Not as many biog-
raphies or autobiographies published in recent
decades showed up on our lists—although a few
recent journals, diaries, and edited collections of
letters did, such as A/ for the Greed of Gold: Will
Woodin’s Klondike Adventure (2016), edited by
Catherine Spude, and The Gold Rush Letters of
E. Allen Grosh and Hosea B. Grosh (2012), edited
by Ronald James and Robert Stewart.’> Rarer
yet are autobiographies or memoirs from miners
after World War II, though many of the ones on
our bibliography, such as Onofre Tafoya’s Mother
Magma and Stephen Voynick’s Making of a Hard
Rock Miner, are beloved because of the intricate
detail about working practices and miners’ lives
they provide.'*

A few categories boomed and then busted,
only to boom again. The history of mining tech-
nology featured prominently on both people’s
classics lists and “best recent books” lists. Books
treasured from the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries most commonly gave a big role to
technological description and analysis. Among

books people cited from the middle decades of

the twentieth century, technology disappears,
only to make a strong comeback in recent decades
in the form of books like Hjalmar Fors’ 7he Lim-
its of Matter: Chemistry, Mining, and Enlighten-
ment (2014), Jeffrey Manuels Taconite Dreams:
The Struggle to Sustain Mining on Minnesota’s
Iron Range, 1915-2000 (2015), or Eric Nystrom’s
Seeing Underground: Maps, Models, and Mining
Engineering in America (2014).5

Social History’s Growth

One trend that jumps right out is the great
growth in important social histories—probably
in place of earlier autobiographies—as a way for
people to better understand mining places. The
first boom came in the 1970s, when labor history
came into vogue across the larger field of history.
People interested in mining history similarly de-
cided to look at the work of everyday miners and
their union activity. A book like Ronald Brown’s
Huard-Rock Miners: The Intermountain West,
1860-1920 (1979) is a good U.S. example, but
voters similarly recognized other pioneering labor
histories from this era, such as June Nash’s We Ear
the Mines and the Mines Eat Us: Dependency and
Exploitation in Bolivian Tin Mines (1979), and
Charles van Onselen’s Chibaro: African Mine La-
bour in Southern Rhodesia 1900-1933 (1976).1¢

By the 1990s, the social histories being told
about mining places had clearly gone beyond
working conditions and unions—ethnicity, race,
and gender helped historians to take ever-deeper
looks at specific communities. You can see a big
rise in community-based social histories during
the 1990s—over 40 percent of the books voters
endorsed from that decade were community so-
cial histories, whether about Africa’s Copperbelt,
like James Ferguson’s Expectations of Modernity:
Myths and Meanings of Urban Life on the Zambi-
an Copperbelt (1999), or the western Rockies, like
Elizabeth Jameson’s All That Glitters: Class, Con-
flict, and Community in Cripple Creek (1998)."

That trend continues. Community social
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histories remained the most common category
for books that voters chose from the 2000s and
the 2010s. Even if we only look at votes for U.S.-
focused books, most major mining regions had a
community-based book that received a vote for
the best recent mining history, including Chris-
topher Huggard and Terrence Humble’s Sanza
Rita Del Cobre: A Copper Mining Community in
New Mexico (2011), Larry Lankton’s Hollowed
Ground: Copper Mining and Community Build-
ing on Lake Superior, 1840s-1990s (2010), Ales-
sandro Portelli’s They Say in Harlan County: An
Oral History (2011), and Mark Vendl, Duane
Smith, and Karen Vendl's My Home at Present:
Life in the Mine Boarding Houses in the San Juan
Mountains, Colorado (2013).1

Although fine-grained community studies
stand out as a trend, it is also true that voters cited
very few books about a number of racial and eth-
nic groups. The omission of mining-oriented and
award-winning studies like Liping Zhu’s 4 China-
man’s Chance: The Chinese on the Rocky Mountain
Frontier (1997), Katherine Benton-Cohen’s Bor-
derline Americans: Racial Division and Labor War
in the Arizona Borderlands (2011), and Monica
Perales’ Smeltertown: Making and Remembering a
Southwest Border Community (2010) seems par-
ticularly striking."

The New Trends: Environmental
and Transnational Histories

The category of favorite book that emerged
seemingly out of nowhere during the last two de-
cades are those that focus on environmental histo-
ry and landscape change. In the 1970s, 1980s, and
1990s, votes for favorite books only bestowed that
honor on one book per decade with that kind of
focus: K. Ross Toole’s The Rape of the Great Plains
(1976), Duane Smith’s Mining America (1987),
and Richard Francaviglia’s aforementioned Hard
Places (1991).%°

ronmental history, while going gung-ho in ana-

The growing subfield of envi-

lyzing agriculture, waterways, and lumber, failed

to do very much with the mining industry until
the 2000s. After that, 25 percent and 28 percent
of the books chosen by voters for best recent min-
ing history for the 2000s and 2010s, respectively,
should be classified as environmental histories.
Although all environmental histories, these
works take many different approaches. Some, like
David Robertson’s Hard as the Rock Itself: Place
and Identity in the American Mining Town (2006),
take a Francaviglia-like approach to geographical
analysis, while also paying attention to questions
of place-based identity.”!
miners dealt with the unseen, the unpredictable,

Others explain how

and unknown, like Andrew Isenberg’s Mining
California: An Ecological History (2005) or Liza
Piper’s The Industrial Transformation of Subarctic
Canada (2009).? Timothy LeCain’s Mass De-
struction (2009) tackles the coalition of techno-
logical and natural forces at work in a mine, while
other books combine social and environmental
history, like Thomas Andrews’ Killing for Coal:
America’s Deadliest Labor War (2008) or Brian
Leech’s The City That Ate Itself: Butte, Montana
and Its Expanding Berkeley Pit (2018).

A growing sub-topic within the environmen-
tal history of mining is that of environmental jus-
tice. Here the analysis focuses on the people at
the bottom who suffer when mining goes wrong.
Some of these books look at native peoples who
experienced pollution from mining. A number of
recent books consider the legacy of uranium min-
ing in the US. Southwest and Canada, like Judy
Pasternak’s Yellow Dirt: A Poisoned Land and the
Betrayal of the Navajos (2011), and Traci Brynne
Voyles’ Wastelanding: Legacies of Uranium Min-
ing in Navajo Country (2015).** But this theme,
which combines health history with colonial
legacies and environmental analysis, also includes
books on other geographical regions, such as Arn
Keeling and John Sandlos” aforementioned Mizn-
ing and Communities in Northern Canada or Jes-
sica van Horssen’s 4 Town Called Asbestos: Envi-
ronmental Contamination, Health, and Resilience
in a Resource Community (2016).5
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One other theme that we can see through at
least a few of these book choices is that, although
the broad survey book is not very common, min-
ing history is clearly internationalizing, even if
only bit by bit. Itis not as if international, global,
or transnational approaches to mining history are
new. Certainly, Clark Spence’s work in the 1950s
suggests that would be an incorrect assumption.
However, a number of recent books indicate that
this perspective has become an important new
trend. A good example is the book edited by John
McNeill and George Vrtis, Mining North Ameri-
ca: An Environmental History since 1522 (2017).
It showcases the scale and scope of mining’s
transformation of the environment across North
America. Most chapters cover only one mining
district; however, the book attempts to develop
a greater understanding by comparing these dis-
tinct places to each other.?

Where Will Mining
History Go Next?

When we asked survey respondents about
what they wanted to see more of, a number of
them identified global/international connections
as a continued need. Others asked for additional
environmental histories. Many simply requested
a book on specific mining districts that they felt
ill served by the current literature, like the great
Carajas iron mining complex in the Brazilian
Amazon, or on types of mining they felt had been
neglected, like quarrying. A few asked for more
modern, post-World War IT histories.

A few respondents asked for mining histories
to do better to reach beyond mining itself. One
respondent wrote that the subfield needs “a book
that clearly shows the relevance of mining history
to broader processes of social change. Itis still too
often the case that non-mining historians think:

“Why should we care about mining?”” Another
agreed that mining historians should “continue
working to get mining history out of its ‘silo’ and
weave it throughout other subfields: environmen-
tal history, labor history, history of technology,
gender and sexuality” Mining history can only be
seen as more important to others if we help them
to see just how central it has been to global his-
tory. The way forward might mean a big history,
more connections to other fields and parts of the
world, or perhaps simply more books for a general
audience.”’

When those California miners working the
wet placers paused on clean-up day, it usually
didn’t mean the mine was through. Quite the
contrary—stopping to clean up meant the ground
was producing wealth. The field of mining his-
tory, as our survey suggests, remains vibrant, and
is perhaps even increasing in relevance to new au-
diences. Classic scholarship continues to anchor
our studies, even as historians quickly integrate
new approaches of relevance. That is pay dirt—
and from the look that our survey provides, we
can be optimistic that the box will be heavy with
gold in future clean-ups too.
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