
High and Dry – dispatches from the land of little rain

(Editor’s note: The following 
is a dispatch from “High and 
Dry – Dispatches from the Land 
of Little Rain.”)    

“They give birth astride of 
a grave, the light gleams 
an instant, then it’s night 
once more.” – Samuel Beckett,  

“Waiting for Godot”

No wonder Spiritualism, 
séances, mediums and visits 
with the dead took place in the 
dark of the 1800s. In the days 
when the streets, houses and 
buildings were not well lit, it 
was easy to experience the 
night full of spectral creatures, 
boogie men and things that go 
bump in the night.

In the daylight, I found 

Cerro Gordo, a mining camp 
that dates back to the mid 
1870s, a charming rustic col-
lection of period houses and 
weathered wood skeletons on 
the verge of tumbling in on 
themselves.

Ah, but the night is quite 
different. Darkness envelopes 
me, as I caretake the ghosts 
here. 

As the sun drops over the 
hills to the west and the Sierra 
Nevada crest behind, the land-
scape transforms into shadows 
of beasts and other phantasma-
goria. It is peaceful as the ther-
mal winds drop. The stars come 
out and satellites glide across 
the firmament. 

The Belshaw house cools. 
Footsteps cross on creaking 
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floor planks in the house, tick-
ling my over-active imagina-
tion. Mortimer Belshaw and 
Victor Beaudry were the first 
partners to own these mines. I 
know the silver from Cerro 
Gordo kick-started Los Angeles, 
as it was shipped out of San 
Pedro Harbor to be processed 
at the San Francisco Mint.

I think, life is good if isolat-
ed at 8,200 feet. Then comes 
Wednesday night, and the first 
night of wind. The dark world 
here and days without visitors 
have made me sensitive to the 
environmental sounds I other-

Clockwise 
from far left photo: Falling 
down house on the hill – infrared exposure, Cerro 
Gordo, 2014; Tramway ramp remains No. 1 – infra-
red exposure, Cerro Gordo, 2014, and Hanging 
Chains, Cerro Gordo, 2014.
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wise never hear in the noise of 
my every day life. The dark-
ness makes me more able to 
hear each grate, rasp, creak or 
complaint of dry boney limbs 
of the desiccated trees tapping 
at the window. There are the 
gusts that shake the old house, 
and the whistling, whining, 
grumbling, moaning, groaning 
gasps of the high desert winds. 
The world is alive with other 
worldly spirits.  

Cerro Gordo can easily be 
filled with wanton regret of all 
those who lived and worked 
here. There are the prostitutes 

in the cribs, the 
starving Indians 
whose pinion crops 
were destroyed for 
firewood, and the 
miners who broke 

their spirits on hard rock and 
unfulfilled dreams.

I dismiss the suffering, the 
whining of those phantoms 
long dead and instead 
think, “Isn’t this all so cool to 
be spending a week caretaking 
a ghost town?” 

But in the cemetery where 
the dead residents are buried, 
there are subtle signs hinting 
to me that nearly 300 forgot-
ten souls are interred there in 
unmarked graves.

When the living departed 
after the mines played out, 
they took everything they 
could. They left only these 

decaying memories behind.
On the second night the 

sun starts to set, and shadows 
grow long. The mysterious 
deep shadows hide the 
entrances to the underground; 
I think about something. 
Suppose I have angered the 
ghosts by not truly remember-
ing them and their lives, 
respecting their loves and loss-
es. Tonight they will be about, 
and perhaps, just perhaps, 
come knocking at the door of 
the Belshaw house. What 
then?

Now the night wind keens 
my name. The only real corpse 
is the town itself. The wind 
soughs through the trees whis-
pering to me. Loneliness creeps 
into Cerro Gordo softly on slip-
pered feet following the 
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