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The Sumpter Valley Gold Dredge is located in historic context on the
outskirts of the old mining town of Sumpter, approximately 30 miles West
of Baker. The last of three Yuba type gold dredges which ravaged Sumpter
Valley between 1913 and 1954, it js moored in a pond amid miles of tailings
near_the entrance of Cracker Creek into the Powder River. Deteriorated
due to exposure to extreme winter temperatures over the years of inactivityl
it is being refurbished by the present owner for operation as a mining
museum which is to be open to tours.

Built in 1935, it was operated initially by the Sumpter Valley Dredging
Company which was based in Portland and largely financed by a prominent
family whose shipbuilding firm had flourished during the First World War.
The dredge was engineered by W. H. Cullers of the Boles' shipbuilding firm.
Cullers became President of the Dredging Company and was active in its
affairs until his death in 1944. Following boat building procedures, the
dredge was built on the bank and launched into the water, unlike earlier
boats which were built in pits later flooded with water.

The hull of Coast fir measures 52 by 120 feet. The steel frame is
housed in with horizontal siding. The gravel stacker measures 96 feet with
36-inch_belt. The bucket line has 72 buckets, each with a capacity of 9
cubic feet. The digging line was powered by a 250 horse power electric
motor. The bucket 1ine ran 20 to 25 buckets per minute. The winch was
operated by compressed air, and the boiler was fueled by 0il. Two 10-inch
pumps and one 6-inch pump supplied 8,000 gallons of water per minute.
Additional equipment required for the full operation included an office,
sand house, machine shops, two diesel tractors and two trucks. These
features are now gone. The digging Tine dug into bedrock or hardpan 13 to
16 feet. Gravels were washed through revolving screens which took out
everything up to three quarters of an inch in diameter. 1In 1938 the dredge

_was reported to have washed as many as 10 acres of river bottom land in a
month.
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Oregon and are moSt important among the three or four principal gold
bearing areas of the state. Geological surveys have determined there
the presence not only of gold, but_silver, platinum, copper and a lengthy
catalog of other minerals, The first finds in the Powder River district
were made in 1862 during the advent of gold excitement in Eastern Oregon
and Western Idaho when prospectors streamed to placer mines. The mining
towns of Sumpter, Bourne and Granite described a triangle of activity on
the upper Powder River,

In 1896 discovery of a big lode near Bourne and completion of the
Sumpter Valley narrow gauge railroad from Baker to Sumpter introduced a
new period of "hard-rock"” mining. Heavy machinery was brought in to open
up rich ore veins, Sumpter boomed between 1899 and 1903. 1In 1901, accor-
ding to local accounts, it covered an area of 1400 acres and boasted im-

provements valued at $500,000.

Thereafter, the town's fortunes waned and

fire took its toll.

Lumbering and agriculture rose in importance, but

mining activity continued.

The first gold dredge in the valley operated from 1913 to 1924,
A second dredge was active between 1915 and 1923. The third, constructed
in 1935 and incorporating some of the machineryof the antiquated No. 1
dredge, is the last surviving gold dredge in the state.

No. 3 dredge was put into operation by the Sumpter Valley Dredging
Company in the days of The New Deal when, under President Franklin D.
Roosevelt's gold policy, the price of gold was elevated to between $34 and
$35 an ounce.

The actual digging operation continued day and night, requiring
three men on a shift. However, as many as twenty additional men were em-
ployed in the overall operation as laborers, machinists and office workersi|
Most of the labor force was made up of local townspeople.

No. 3 dredge closed down during the Second World War, but during the
idle period repajrs and improvements were made. In 1948 the dredge was
sold to the Baker Dredging Company, and in 1950 it became the property of
the Powder River Dredging Company.

Originally, land for dredging was ac
Prices later reached $150 to $300 per acre.
Sumpter. Valley is estimated at 2500 acres.
estimated to have grossed in the neighborhoo
production, $4,500,000 was produced by dredg

(Continued)

quired at about $50 an acre.
The Tland area dredged in

A11 the combined dredging is

d of $10,000,000. Of this tot
e No. 3.
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SUMPTER VALLEY GOLD DREDGE

8. Significance (Continued)

In 1954, its last year of operation, the dredge reworked
old tailings. Operators made their way to the edge of Sumpter,
reportedly with the idea of purchasing a portion of the townsite
which was known to be a good source. The plan collapsed, however,
when rumors led to the inflation of land prices. The dredge
remains today where it was stopped, a singular vestige of the perva-
sive mining industry in the Blue Mountains of Eastern Oregon.
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