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294 Crisis AND COMMUNITY

«Here It IsZ says the sign, which points to a mushroom cloud over Fremont Street, Las Vegas, on
April 18, 1953. These above-ground nuclear tests created the deadly fallout sensed by Geiger
counters on Utahes San Rafael Swell. Courtesy of Las Vegas News Bureau Collection, University
of Nevada, Las Vegas Library.

Castle Dale, had owned one of the earliest Geiger counters in the area and
helped set off the boom.™

A clicking Geiger counter did not always mean pay dirt. McClenahan
reported one particularly exciting trip when “the amplified click came
through too fast to count.” He and Fame and Owen Price “started to check
everything in sight,” finding the hottest deposits in “low spots like gullies in
the flat” as they searched their entire camping area. “Finally it dawned on
us,” he wrote, “that it was fallout from an atomic bomb test at the Nevada
testing ground.” They quit and returned to Castle Dale, where “it was an-
nounced that they had tested a bomb a day or two before.”” Like the rest of
uninformed America, Castle Valley simply took these deadly tests in stride.

Those lucky enough to find a genuine claim then had to find investors
to pay for development such as machinery to dig tunnels and to haul out
the ore on roads not yet built. Dr. Dorman recalled, “We builtaroad . . .and
in came some big shot from Pasadena. He was supposed to be an authority.
Everybody was an authority. . . . We bought a caterpillar tractor . . . and a
big truck. We hauled out, I think 50 tons” of uranium, but it was high in
lime content, which incurred a penalty. “We got maybe a couple hundred
dollars.”™ Spring Glen’s George Rowley fared better. After showing sixty
uranium cores as proof of his finds, he sold his claims for $85,000 to the
Warren Oil Mining Company of Fort Worth, Texas, leaving development
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work to others.” Price’s Lawrence Migliaccio also prospered as principal
owner of the historic Vanadium King Mines in the Temple Mountain dis-
trict, among the mines he passed to his lovely, talented daughter, Brenda M.
Kalatzes, still a successful mine manager.”® Outsider Vernon Pick did mag-
nificently, selling his Delta No. 4 (renamed the “Hidden Splendor”—and
later, the “Hidden Blunder”) for $g million to the Atlas Corporation, but
he left Castle Valley with a reputation tarnished by bad debts in Green River
and “bullshitting” about his so-called death-defying prospecting trip along
the trickle called the Muddy River.”” Emery County’s Hyrum Knight and
Jesse Fox, on the other hand, never got to develop their Temple Mountain
claims, losing them to the Consolidated Uranium Corporation of Temple
Mountain after a year of litigation. Consolidated then brought in small load-
ing machines, disassembled them, and lowered the pieces into holes drilled
in the rock. The machines were reassembled at the face of a sizable, buried
ore body—enough to support forty Anglo families at Temple Mountain and
five Mexican families at North Temple, although all their water had to be
trucked in forty miles from Green River by a man who also brought the
mail.” The cumulative output was staggering. According to USGS reports,
“From 1948 through 1956 the [Temple Mountain] district produced about
261,000 tons of uranium ore.”” In 1960 alone, Emery County produced
more than 94,000 tons of ore, valued at almost two million dollars.®

While some painstakingly dug ore, others tried selling stock. Many
prospectors sold their claims to penny stock companies for part cash and
part stock. Then stock company geologists came down, glanced around,
and wrote glowing descriptions guaranteed to attract investors. Most buy-
ers didn’t care about details as penny uranium stock became the rage,
sometimes even handed out free with a bag-load of groceries. According to
newspaper clippings from the boom, in 1954, uranium stock sales in Salt
Lake hit five million shares, then seven million.*! Carbon County residents
Francis Scartezina and Floyd Adams “formed a company called Mountain
Valley Uranium” to sell stock, but made more just selling the name of their
company, remembered Dr. Dorman. Commonly, “stock started at a penny
ashare . . . then, they’d go up to ten cents.”® As stock companies prolifer-
ated, the federal Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) dispatched
an investigator who infuriated the state government by trying to impose
stricter requirements than those of Utah’s own Securities Commission. The
SEC filed several indictments, and the stock boom ended after a little over
eighteen months. But it had stimulated domestic uranium exploration, re-
placing a national shortage with a bonanza.®

Before everything ended, some Castle Valley residents got crushed in
the uranium vortex. Huntington residents Bud Nielson and Shorty Larsen
and their wives had helped out Charlie Steen when he needed money, so he
had pointed them to a potential uranium deposit. They sold an out-of-town
entrepreneur a sixty-day option for $40,000, only to receive a later offer
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of $200,000 (which they legally could not accept) for the same claims. In
another case of unintended consequences, Price’s Henry Ruggeri became
Steen’s lawyer and negotiated the purchase of the land for the Atlas ura-
nium mill alongside the Colorado River. It later became one of America’s
unsavory radioactive clean-up sites under the 1978 bill signed by President
Jimmy Carter. The act provided federal funds for removing hazardous
waste, not only at the Moab Atlas mill but at the old Green River Vitro hold-
ings.™

During the uranium boom, the deadliest threat came from radon gas-
ses released by radioactive decay, often highly concentrated in poorly-venti-
lated mines. Dr. Geno Saccomanno, whose family had been the first immi-
grants to pay off their Spring Glen farm, became one of the first physicians
to provide reliable data about radioactivity-induced lung cancer. During
the Great Depression, the young Saccomanno had sold peaches from the
family orchard for twenty-five cents a bushel to make money for school. He
had to pay his own way through high school at Price (where out-of-town stu-
dents had to pay their own room and board), then funded a biology degree
in 1940 and a medical degree in 1946. By the 1950s, he was the visiting
pathologist at the Price City Hospital, providing laboratory services there
and in many small hospitals throughout the Colorado Plateau. During the
uranium frenzy, a handful of medical professionals became concerned as
uranium miners contracted lung cancer at an unusually rapid rate. In 1954,
the National Cancer Institute (NCI) agreed to run a controlled study. In
1955, the Seven-State Uranium Mining Conference on Health Hazards met
in Salt Lake City, with representatives from the federal government, Utah,
Arizona, Colorado, New Mexico, Idaho, South Dakota, and Wyoming. Poor-
quality medical slides hampered the NCI'’s attempt to gather data substan-
tiating miners’ lung damage. Dr. Saccomanno invented a vastly improved
method and machinery for making the necessary slides. He also became
the director of the annual sputum cytology (cell study) program in Salt
Lake City, taking yearly samples from miners and attempting to autopsy all
of those who died. The first settlement awarded to a uranium widow came
onlyin 1961, in Colorado. Although Saccomanno provided compelling sta-
tistics in the leading Utah case, the state supreme court refused to recognize
the danger of lung cancer in uranium miners as an occupational hazard.
Next, Utahn Esther Peterson, then assistant secretary for Labor Standards
under the Secretary of Labor in Washington, D.C., tried hard to involve
the federal government in adequate workman’s compensation for uranium
miners during the next decade. Peterson would go on to become a prime
mover behind President Kennedy’s Presidential Committee on the Status
of Women, chaired by Eleanor Roosevelt, but, in the meantime, she and
her boss battled fruitlessly for dying uranium miners. They did succeed,
however, in establishing a legal maximum amount of allowable radiation by
federal law. By then, others had contracted cancer, including Orangeville’s
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William Hannert who mined extensively around Temple Mountain until
he died of the disease. His sons inherited his mines, but by then the ura-
nium boom was over. In the 1960s, the United States government had be-
come the only buyer, and it eventually authorized purchase only from ore
reserves developed prior to November 28, 1958.% There was no point in
further prospecting.

The boom left a number of legacies. One recent journalist ascribed
Utah’s status as the “fraud capital of America” to the old uranium penny
stocks: “Salt Lake City had a U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission of-
fice that fights investor fraud . . . by far the smallest city with such a pres-
ence.”® More ominously, some holes remain near Buckhorn Wash, ten miles
east of Castle Dale, where, in 1948, the War Department tried to determine
“the action of an atomic blast on underground habitations,” according to
local mining man Arthur E. Gibson. “The public is aware of the fact that
tests are being made,” he wrote in 1948, “but results of any tests will remain
a secret for the present.”® Only through persistent efforts by Price morti-
cian and former Emery County resident Greg Fausett did concrete facts
emerge a half-century later. In identifying a site for NORAD, the federal
front line of defense against nuclear attack, the government had built a
series of gigantic tunnels (some 20 feet high and 150 feet long). Fausett
discovered they had then detonated huge dynamite charges above them to
gauge the effects. Local men, including Arthur Cox and Max Jensen, were
hired to cart away the dislodged rock and brush in wheelbarrows but sworn
to secrecy. At least one man was killed when rainwater rose in a higher tun-
nel and broke through a debris dam to flood a lower tunnel where men
were working. Morrison Knudsen Company, a major World War II contrac-
tor, assumed control of the project, today known as the MK Tunnels and
used for teenage parties.®

The uranium boom had other repercussions. Aside from its tests, the
national government developed a greater appreciation of the strategic
importance of the Colorado Plateau. Historian Arthur Gomez noted that
federal monies soon financed many more access roads for strategic pur-
poses that were later utilized by tourists and other outdoor recreationists.*
However, lone prospectors, not federal officials, ultimately had the biggest
effect on much of the remote San Rafael Swell. The old prospector’s ad-
age, “Beaten trails are only for beaten men” spurred would-be uranium
developers to sculpt dozens of jeep tracks into this geologic dome, now
usable by those attracted to its scenic wonders. Building a road in the Swell
often meant creative use of a bulldozer in steep canyons on brittle sand-
stone. Owen Price was one of the best road-builders, though it sometimes
appeared that his “bulldozer was going to roll down the mountainside,”
remembered McClenahan. “At the last, second, he could stop and back up
for another load.” In another spin-off, Dr. Geno Saccomanno, remem-
bering his own hard struggle to fund an education, took some of the pro-
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ceeds from his uranium-related medical innovations and established a $2.5
million endowment fund in 1991 for residents of Carbon County, Utah,
and Mesa County, Colorado, which still benefits numbers of students at the
College of Eastern Utah.”!

Despite certain improvements, the post-war economic boom left Castle
Valley out in the cold. The national commercial boom did not penetrate
this far, neither did the regional pattern sketched by historian Gerald Nash,
who claimed that World War II had liberated the “colonial economy” of the
American West from sole dependence on the exploitation of raw materi-
als.”? While Utah as a whole reaped diversification through the establish-
ment of ten major military establishments and subsequent support indus-
tries, Castle Valley merely changed masters.*

Those masters owned the coal mines. In 1950, Emery had sixteen truck
mines (down from twenty in 1947) and one rail mine; Carbon had thir-
teen truck mines (down from sixteen in 1947) and twenty-three large, rail
mines. By 1966, each county had but ten producing mines, total, with Car-
bon County’s Mutual Mine slated to close by the end of the year.”* Produc-
tion dropped in response to national markets which had less and less use for
coal. In 1958, the two counties together produced 5,222,000 short tons, a
performance approached only once, in 1961, as total coal tonnage hovered
in the mid-four millions into the 1970s.” As one business analyst explained,
“with the release of resources at the war’s end, railroads throughout the na-
tion began a modernization drive,” turning out 21,000 new diesel locomo-
tives between 1945-1955. By 1958, steam locomotives equaled “less than
2 percent of total railroad freight haulage.” He also pointed to another
problem for coal producers: “Coal had lost markets to oil and natural gas
not only because the fuels were cleaner and more convenient, but because
of lower prices and seeming abundance.” As a result, coal’s competing fuels
increasingly generated most of the electricity in the United States.”

Towns died. “It got to where there was no kids,” remembered Margaret
Marzo Ariotti. “And if there’s no kids, you just don’t have this [together-
ness]”—no picnics, no holiday celebrations, no big community events.”
Based on census data, the 1g50s saw the demise of Clear Creek, Columbia,
Consumers, Kenilworth, Latuda, Peerless, Rains, Rolapp (formerly Cam-
eron, or Royal), Spring Canyon, Standardville, Sweets, and Wattis.”® As the
19508 gave way to the 1960s and 1g70s, mines struggled and died. Miners
listened daily to radio KOAL (originally KEUB, established 1947) for the
mine report, broadcast daily at precisely 6:30 a.m. and 5:30 p.m.:

With the co-operation of the following coal mines and through the cour-
tesy of Price City, we bring you the mine report. Mines working tomorrow
are Castle Gate, Columbia, the Geneva Mine at Horse Canyon, Hiawatha,
Kenilworth, Latuda, Peerless, Rains, Royal, Spring Canyon, Standard, Utah

Fuel at Sunnyside, and Wattis.”



America’s Arsenal, 1941—-1960 239

Sometimes, fathers were working underground during the mine report.
Children then had the responsibility to listen in and tell their returning
fathers if there were work tomorrow. If the mine worked and an able-bod-
ied miner failed to appear, he was usually fired. Half a century later, many
of those children, grown to late adulthood, can still rattle off the names of
then-working mines in perfect order.

Agriculture also faltered after reaching its maximum potential by 1940.
In the late 195o0s, the federal government proposed to reduce the num-
ber of grazing allotments. Although this reduction affected the nation as
a whole, Utah became the lightning rod for tension for two reasons. First,
a unidentified highly-placed official in the LDS Church accused the fed-
eral government of “tyrannical” practices, equating proposed range man-
agement limitations with days when mobs “burned, raped and murdered”
the fleeing Saints. Second, Ezra Taft Benson, Mormon Apostle (later LDS
Church President), was the Secretary of Agriculture, accepting President
Eisenhower’s cabinet appointment only after receiving permission from
LDS President David O. Mackay. In the heat of the grazing controversy, Sec-
retary Benson made a conciliatory trip to Utah in February 1958, calming
the public with assurances of local autonomy. Federal range studies done
from 1962-1967 indicated severe overgrazing, however, and the govern-
ment subsequently reduced allotments by fifty percent. By then, the agrar-
ian towns of Lawrence, Molen, Rochester (or Moore), and Woodside had
all disappeared from the census as well, since the tiny handful of residents
in each location got counted with larger neighboring towns. Highly agri-
cultural Emery County lost almost twenty percent of its population (from
6,304 to 5,13%7) as over one thousand people moved away between 1950—
19770. Between the economic assaults on mines and farms, Carbon County
lost even more. Population plummeted from a total of 24,901 in 1950 to
15,647 two decades later. Better than one-in-three people left.'®

In this dismal economic climate, the attempt by one of their own to
close Carbon College came as an unprecedented shock. Republican ]J.
Bracken (“Brack”) Lee, a Price native, had served six terms as mayor of his
home town before beating incumbent Democrat Herbert Maw for Utah
governor in 1948, when Truman won the presidency in his own right. Lee
had campaigned on the promise that he would run the state “just like my
own business, on a sound basis, for the benefit of the people,” which for
Lee meant less spending, reduced taxes, and a balanced budget.'”" This
strategy soon earned him national recognition in such magazines as Time,
Life, and the Saturday Evening Post and he won a second term in 1952."% Lee
began to take issue with newly elected and wildly popular Republican presi-
dent Dwight D. Eisenhower, who was reelected in 1956. According to histo-
rians Louis Galambos and Joseph Pratt, “Eisenhower set the tone for what
would become an era of good feelings toward business” while Lee carped
about federal spending and the national debt. Lee continued cutting Utah
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state services, beginning with the salaries of public school teachers, then
proposed the closure of Carbon College and the return of the other three
state-run junior colleges to the LDS Church.'®

Castle Valley residents fought back with a “Save the College Committee”
spearheaded by Emery County native Gomer P. Peacock. College support-
ers had only sixty days to gather 33,000 signatures—more than the entire
population of Castle Valley—to get a referendum on the next ballot. The
committee formed an alliance with Weber College which objected to losing
its secular status. CEU student body president Dominic Albo, Jr., mobilized
as many local people as he could. Price businessman Angelo Georgedes
hired two petition-carriers and paid their expenses to go to three coun-
ties to collect signatures. Many Castle Valley residents returned to former
hometowns carrying petitions. When the deadline came, over 56,000 names
had been collected. In the November 1954 election, voters rejected closing
Carbon College by almost four to one and refused to return the other col-
leges to the LDS Church by a three-to-one margin. As the newspaper noted,
“Despite the fact that the schools are located in comparatively small and
widely separated communities, the trend even in heavily populated areas
was strongly against the bills.” For many of the campaign’s participants, this
success marked their lifetime achievement. Lee’s popularity dwindled, and
in 1956 he lost in the Republican primary.'*

Even while Lee’s shortsighted, anti-education campaign flourished,
Castle Valley’s school population began shifting due to business decisions.
As company towns closed down, people left the area or drifted to estab-
lished centers like Price, Helper, Castle Dale, and Huntington. This was a
gradual process, and, for a while, children of families who had not yet re-
located were bussed from the fading camps to schools in town. Classrooms
there became overcrowded, and a new, ambitious building program result-
ed. In the Sunnyside district, Kaiser Steel, while reducing its workforce at
the nearby mine, donated land it no longer needed for East Carbon High
School. U.S. Steel had sold off many of its houses constructed in 1946, but
it, too, joined Kaiser in donating money to build the school and a swim-
ming pool in 1959. The same year, a new high school was constructed in
Price to house approximately goo students in three grades (later expanded
to four), a move which separated it physically from its former housing at
Carbon College.'™ In a final gambit of the education shuffle, also in 1950,
Carbon College became a branch of the University of Utah, permanently
ending the drive to close it.'"

One more change awaited the local college. In 1965, thanks to a bill
co-sponsored by all the state legislators from Carbon and Emery counties,
it officially became the College of Eastern Utah. Among its co-sponsors,
Emery County representative Eva Westover Conover mirrored another
change in Castle Valley and the United States. She represented a new wave
of feminine leadership, identified by President Kennedy’s Council on the



