
The Sherlock House photographed by Anna Smith-Tibbals in 1899 



 

T he crash of glass & the sounds of two burglars’ voices 
awakened my blind uncle Peter in his bedroom, & he 

asked what they wanted.  He was told to get back in bed & 
he would not be hurt.  He had to do as ordered, closing the 
door & remaining in his bedroom. So begins one of the 
more shadowy accounts in James L. Sherlock’s 
South Pass & Its Tales. 

     The Smith-Sherlock 
Company Store stands at 
the literal center of the 
local universe, having 
been conceived by the am-
bitious duo, James Smith 
& Janet Sherlock-Smith.  
Janet had arrived in South 
Pass City with her first 
husband, Richard Sher-
lock, during the boom 
days of 1869.  Faced with 
her husband’s failing 
health & the prospect of 
caring for five children, 
Janet first determined to 

enter the world of commerce as a respectable hotel 
operator.  Following Richard’s death in 1873, Janet 
& her children worked to secure a foothold in the 
withering community. 

Also struggling to endure in the waning boom 
town, was merchant & former lawman, James 
Smith.  He was a veteran of the Navy, having seen 
combat in the Mexican-American War.  Later, 
drawn to the California gold fields in 1849, Smith 
again displayed the unbreakable character re-
quired to bear the daily hazards of life on a lawless 
frontier.   James Smith & Janet Sherlock met in the 
emptying streets of South Pass City, each commit-
ted to success in business & earning the respect of 
their community.  They married in 1875, & joined 
their commercial fortunes.  In the ensuing years, 
they planned for his Smith Store to be succeeded 
by a new, bigger building next door.  With the 
work in progress, James died suddenly in 1895 & 
did not see its completion.  Janet had now outlived 
a second husband.  For her, nothing was ever 
painless or easy. 

Certainly, Janet was no stranger to fending for 
herself & her, now seven, children.  Together, they 
ran the hotel, filed on homesteads, located mining 
claims, & were named postmasters & post mis-
tresses.  Even as the Sherlock Store was ready for 
business in the fall of 1896, Janet was envisioning 
the demolition of the gold rush era Grecian Bend 
Saloon, in favor of her new Restaurant.  She & her 
children did not lack drive, even though they rec-
ognized the downturn in the local business cli-
mate.  They perceived the situation as a glass half-
full, not as a boom town locked into an irreversible 
decline.  If they put their minds to it & persevered, 
South Pass City & the Sherlock Store would re-
main on the map & in people’s minds. 

The Sherlock Store did endure, even if the 
wider town withered.  In 1949, the business was 
sold to Fred D. Stratton, the grandson of Herman 
G. “Cap” Nickerson, prominent gold rusher & 
Lander Valley pioneer.  Stratton maintained the 
business as a post office, grocery store, & gas sta-
tion & peddled South Pass City as an Oregon Trail 
ghost town. Stratton wagered that he could lure a 
slice of automobile traffic away from newly com-
pleted Wyoming Highway 28 over South Pass.  By 
1955, Stratton’s health was in decline & he was no 
longer capable of enduring the depressing winters 
in his snowbound retreat.  Neighbors even ru-
mored that Stratton had been “placed in an insti-
tution”. 

John & Minnie Woodring bought the Sherlock 
Store in 1956 & desperately fought against the 
twin forces of dwindling automobile traffic & in-
creasing costs connected with maintaining a badly 

Cornerstone of the Community  
Smith-Sherlock Company 
Store 

The Smith-Sherlock Company Store, circa 1896 

Janet Sherlock-Smith, circa 1890 



aging building.  In 1966, they 
sold to the Wyoming 75th An-
niversary Commission who had 
been roused by the indomitable 
Alice Messick to save the cra-
dle of gold rush legend, Esther 
Morris.  The time of public 
ownership, restoration, & in-
terpretation had come.  The 
Sherlock Store served as the 
initial “museum” & public en-
trance to South Pass City for 
tens of thousands of visitors 
who were eager to see a bit of the authentic Old 
West before it was gone forever. 

Recently, significant effort has been devoted to 
researching both the physical structure & the fi-
nancial operations of the store over time.  For two 
decades after its launch, the Sherlock Store was a 
juggernaut, inking more than $800,000 of whole-
sale purchases (in today’s dollars) from nation-
wide suppliers in 
1906 alone.  How-
ever, by 1921, the 
store’s incoming or-
ders had declined by 
25%.  And by 1928, 
orders had declined 
by a full third from 
what they had been 
just two decades ear-
lier.  Janet’s great-
grandson, James R. 
Sherlock, recalled 
that, by the time the 
family sold out in 
1949, “We didn’t sell 
much gas anymore.  
We didn’t sell much groceries.”  Longtime South 
Pass City resident, Terry Snowden, agreed with 
Sherlock, recalling that by the time Stratton had 
the store, the shelves were pretty much bare. 

It’s easy to want to measure the success of the 
store solely in terms of the Almighty Dollar.  But, 
the fading fortunes are best observed through the 
lens of the Sherlock family.  By 1920, first genera-
tion gold rusher & business matriarch, Janet Sher-
lock-Smith was well-advanced in years.  Her eld-
est son, Peter, while indisputably a man of great 
intellect, had been blinded in a blasting mishap 
years earlier.  Janet’s eldest daughter, Maggie, had 

been horribly frozen while 
stranded in a blizzard & died a 
lingering death of gangrene.  
That left the next-oldest sister, 
Jennie, to care for her aging 
mother & sightless brother.  
The call of the ranch & stock 
growing was sufficient to lure 
away two of Janet’s other chil-
dren, Will & Anna.  James 
Ernest left South Pass City to 
take up the postmaster posi-
tion in Riverton.  In short, the 

kids were growing up, & moving away & starting 
their own families. 

Ongoing efforts to restore & exhibit the Sher-
lock Store will be centered on providing a truer 
depiction of the store’s boom years under Janet.  A 
display of vintage & replica products, packaging, 
& advertising will help to ensure visitors see the 
store through her eyes.  A level of functional dis-

play equipment is 
envisioned as a 
means to provide ad-
ditional closeness 
with days-gone-by.  
The old, wooden, 
wall-mounted tele-
phone may even be 
pressed back into 
service.  When it was 
once used in 1926, 
the telephone trans-
mitted news of the 
shocking death of an 
investor who had 
just taken a fatal fall 
down a nearby mine 

shaft.  Subsequent investigations revealed the de-
tails of an embezzlement scheme turned pre-
meditated murder! 

Over the coming year, the building interior 

will be renovated & repaired.  Imagine entering 

Peter’s shelter from the late night burglars, or ex-

ploring the evolution of consumer preferences over 

time.  Above all, expect that the Sherlock Store 

will remain true to those who built & operated it 

for three quarters of a century. 

Jon Lane, Curator 

Donald Sherlock, John Sherlock, & Peter Sherlock in 
October 1924 

The extended Smith & Sherlock families on the steps of the Smith-Sherlock Company 
Store in September 1928 



B eginning in 2019 & running through 2021 
South Pass City will see some major changes 

along Main Street. 
For years, the Friends of South Pass have oper-

ated a gift shop out of the historic Smith-Sherlock 
Company Store.  Over the past few years, the 
Friends have explored expanding their inventory 
to provide more selection to our visitors and raise 
additional funds for the historic site.  In the sum-
mer of 2019, the Friends of South Pass Board & the 
Staff of South Pass City State Historic Site 
decided to move the retail operations to the 
Dance Hall, then restore the Smith-Sherlock 
Company Store. 

In the spring of 2020, visitors will be 
greeted by a new store in the Dance Hall.  
The Dance Hall gives the Friends of South 
Pass the needed square footage to expand.   
The Dance Hall will still be where you pay 
your admission, but you will be able browse 
for candy, books & much more.   

While the Friends of South Pass enjoy 
their new location, the Smith-Sherlock 
Company Store will undergo a major inte-
rior restoration.  SPC’s archives are particu-
larly rich with information.  Inventories al-
low us to know what they ordered.  Receipt 
books let us know who was buying & for 
how much.  Oral histories hint at the per-
sonalities that used the store for supplies & 
as a social hub.  The building itself tells a 
story as well.  Decades of paint reveal, layer-
by-layer, the original colors, wear on floors 
show the original location of counters & 
ceramic post-&-knob electrical conduit reveal the 
type of lighting used in the early 1900’s.  All the 
information gathered will be used to bring the 
store back to life.  Vital to that life is hands on ac-
tivities!  The space will be exhibited so that it can 
be an active learning environment.  Write letters 
to friends & have them posted with a South Pass 
City cancelation.  See how common items were 
sold, wrapped in brown paper then wrung up on 
the original register.  Measure fabric, buy flour or 
make a call on the old phone that connected SPC 

to rest of the world. 
The restoration will take over a year to com-

plete.  Come check our progress during the sum-
mer of 2020.   

Another change on Main Street is that the in-
comparable Susan Layman will be retiring in early 
2020.  Susan has been with South Pass City State 
Historic Site for 17 years.  There are very few as-
pects of the historic site that Susan has not influ-
enced.  Susan started as a summer seasonal who 
stayed on through the long SPC winters to work 
in the collections at SPC.  Charged with maintain-
ing the integrity of the tens-of-thousands of items 
in the permanent collections, she diligently 
tracked inventories, installed exhibits & cared for 
artifacts.  A few years ago she & curator, Jon Lane, 

wrote a book 
about South Pass 
City.  South Pass 
City & the Sweet-
water Mines, 
which is now sold 
all over Wyoming, 
compiles the rich 
stories & photo-
graphic history of 
SPC.  In addition 
to her collections 
work, she took on 
the management 
of the Friends of 
South Pass Store 
& created a fun & 
profitable store 
that is largely re-
sponsible for the 
success of the 
Friends projects 
& programs.  
Funds raised in 

the store provided for interpretation on the his-
toric site, bring import items into collections & 
make the programs that we all enjoy possible. 

Following in the footsteps of store-keepers like 
Janet Sherlock-Smith, Jennie & Peter Sherlock, 
Susan has made a true & lasting impact at SPC.  
The Friends of South Pass & the staff of the his-
toric site wish her congratulations on her retire-
ment & offer our deepest gratitude for years of 
service. 

Some Changes on 
Main Street... 

Susan Layman, center, with her mother & grandson. 



Smith-Sherlock  
Company Store  
Ledgers Yield Rich History 

S outh Pass City has many volunteers that do a 
variety of jobs.  Some help with events or give 

tours.  Sometimes a volunteer brings a set of skills 
that help us piece together the complex history of 
SPC.  Jan Earle is one of those volunteers.   

 
Jan is a full time RV'er & has been spending her 

summers at SPC for two years.  Jan comes to us 
with training as a geologist & anthropologist.  Us-
ing those skills Jan has spent many hours analyz-
ing information about the Smith-Sherlock Com-
pany Store.   

 
Reviewing the store ledgers, Jan was able to 

build a picture of what kind of business the Sher-
lock family was doing from around 1900 to 1930.  
Thousands of dollars of orders & sales showed a 
vibrant business that would be enviable today.  
Jan was able to build searchable databases that 

can be used to inform the restoration of the Smith-
Sherlock Company Store. SPC Volunteer Digs Deep 

Into Historic Records  

D usty documents, often tinged with water 
stains & mustiness, are still the foundation of 

the Sherlock Store’s future.  Records of incoming 
& outgoing sales were pasted into out-of-date 
catalogues & sample books.  The receipts track 
every wholesale purchase for decades on end.   
 

The Sherlock Store also served as a post office.  
That meant that the Sherlock family also main-
tained detailed records of registered mail.  These 
postal records fill out our understandings of who 
was living in South Pass City, & with whom they 
were corresponding, or conducting business.  
Those who have toured the Carissa Mill in recent 
years have heard that gold bars were shipped to 
the Denver Mint through the mail, & the surviving 
records prove it! 

These records are preserved in South Pass City’s 
permanent collection & will inform how the 
Smith Sherlock Company Store will be restored! 

An Eagle Tailoring Co. Catalogue of Chicago from 1910 holds hundreds of transactions for the Smith Sherlock Store. 

South Pass City Volunteer, Jan Earle 
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Thank you to all of our members 
Your continuing support helps keep SPC’s Future Bright! 
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FRIENDS OF  
SOUTH PASS  

Board of Directors 

Dear Friends of South Pass, 
 
Merry Christmas from South Pass City! Can you imagine celebrating the holidays in 
South Pass? I’m sure they were different but still very much the same - big dinners with 
family & friends, music & dancing, & lots of wood for the stoves. 
 
2019 was a great year for South Pass City & the Friends. We hosted the second largest 
Gold Rush Days, & had the highest site visitation ever! Some “extra” notable events are 
the increasing availability of English Tunnel tours, Paint the Town Red, which featured a 
unique old-time cocktail tasting, & Run the Red, which brought hundreds of new visi-
tors to the site as part of Wyoming Public Lands Day.  
 
As the Treasurer for the Friends, I’ve gotten a firsthand look at how we raise & spend our 
finances. Most of our money comes from grants, events, membership, & from the store. 
Grant funding is almost always for specific projects, & not general overhead. A great ex-
ample is the kids’ backpacks given out this year. They were a big hit! Events sometimes 
make a few dollars, but for the most part we “break-even.” We’re ok with that because 
our goal is to get people on-site & enjoy themselves. Membership ultimately becomes 
where we raise the largest part of our funds. There are business expenses, but the goal is 
to utilize membership funds to enhance the site & the visitor experience. For instance, 
sometimes matching funds are required to receive grants for specific projects.  
 
The final point of income is from the Store. I would love to continue calling it the Smith-
Sherlock store, but it became clear through the past year that changes were on the hori-
zon for a couple of reasons. First, let me be clear that the store is self-sufficient & Susan 
continues to do a wonderful job managing it. However, it misses out on a considerable 
amount of traffic because of its location. Once upon a time the county road ran right in 
front, but those days are gone. I fully anticipate to increase our sales by a considerable 
amount by moving our retail location to the same area as the fee booth. Second, as with 
any old building, the Smith-Sherlock store is in need of maintenance & repair. This move 
opens up the door to a unique restoration project. Third, politics, politics, politics! This 
move allows the Friends & the site to maintain a certain level of staffing regarding both 
retail & interpretive positions.  
 
My job as Treasurer would not be complete if I didn’t make a plea for end of year giving! 
Have you thought about buying someone else a membership for Christmas? Have you 
thought about charitable contributions from your estate planning? Have you thought 
about inviting someone new to come experience South Pass City for themselves? No mat-
ter the amount you are able to give, we are appreciative of your passion for South Pass 
City! 
 
Finally, while 2019 was a great year, there was a sense of loss. Donna (Sherlock) Robeson 
passed away in February. If you knew her, you knew how much she loved her childhood 
in SPC & how much vim & vigor she brought to the Friends & the site over the years. I’ll 
still be able to point over my shoulder during Gold Rush Days & say to gold panners, 
“that’s grandma’s house,” but she won’t be 
there telling stories or baking cookies. Speak-
ing of cookies, every holiday she made the best 
frosted sugar cookies!  
 
As you celebrate with your family this Christ-
mas, why don’t you bake a batch of cookies & 
try to imagine what it was like trying to get 
them just right on an old wood stove in 1868! 
 
Merry Christmas! 
 
Tim Robeson 
Treasurer 
 



 

S outh Pass City State Historic Site is part of the 
State Parks & Cultural Resources Division.  As 

a part of state government, the historic sites oper-
ating budget is provided for in Wyoming’s bian-
nual budgets.  General operations funds & some 
staffing are provided by this allocation.   
  

All other programs are covered by other 
sources.  A very important source of funding for 
South Pass City is the Friends of South Pass.  A 
non-profit 501c3 established nearly 50 years ago, 
the Friends of South Pass have funded some of the 
most important project here at South Pass City. 
  

Recently, the Friends of South Pass have 
funded exhibitions in the Libby Cabin & the Ervin 
Store.  These exhibitions focus on the people who 
lived & worked here in South Pass City.  The 
friends produce the walking tour guide that you 
get when you visit SPC.  The Guide is an extensive 
history of the town, the Carissa Mine & the area.  
The guide now showcases the rich history to be 
seen along the new hiking trails here at SPC.  The 
friends have purchased important items for SPC’s 
collections including diaries, documents & arti-
facts. 
 

Friends of South Pass funds are also used to 
leverage more support for programming here at 
SPC.  Through matching funds the friends have 
helped, in the last two years alone, raise over 
$46,000 dollars.  Projects included matching funds 
to a Wyoming Cultural Trust Fund Grant to re-
store equipment in the Carissa Mine & Mill build-
ings.  Friends money was used in conjunction with 
Abandoned Mine Lands funds to build safety rail-
ings in the Carissa Mill.  Through a match to 
Wyoming Arts Council & Wyoming Cultural 
Trust Fund money an artist’s residency called Se-
quencing through Time & Space – The Carissa 
Mine gave artist the opportunity to work within 
the Carissa Building & stage exhibits about the 
Carissa throughout the United States.  A partner-
ship with State Parks brought the Trail of Firsts 
Activity Pack to SPC this summer.  Visiting kids 

were given a back pack loaded with all kinds of 
family activities. 

 

Your individual contributions to the Friends of 
South Pass made all of this possible.  Each gift 
helps us preserve & interpret the site for the fu-
ture.  Thank you for your continued support! 

“Where does my Friends of 
South Pass contribution go?” 

Reproduction dynamite created 
with Friends funds. 

Friends dollars were used as a match for a 
grant which brought life back to the Carissa  



T his holiday season the Friends of South Pass 
are participating in the Amazon Smile Pro-

gram.   
 

Amazon Smile is a program for non-profits across 
the United States where Amazon will give 5% of 
your purchase to a charity of your choice.  The 
Friends are signed up & ready to go for Amazon 
Smile.   
 

To utilize this program go to southpasscity.com & 
click on the Amazon Smile link & go shopping.  
For every purchase you make, 5% comes to the 
Friends & to South Pass City.   
 

So those socks & underwear are not as boring as 
you thought! 

Shop until you drop 
for South Pass City 

Give a gift of membership  
in the Friends of South Pass 

A $25 Miner’s Camp membership  
includes for one household 

 
 Free Admission to South Pass City 

 Free Admission to all tours 
 A Brass South Pass City Christmas Tree 

ornament for this year’s tree! 
 10% Discount in the  

 South Pass City Gift Shop 
 Newsletters 

 Special notification of events & activities 
 

Give the gift of SPC & know that you contribu-
tion helps preserve South Pass City for the future. 

 
Visit southpasscity.com to join or scan. 

Gift Memberships 
For Christmas 

Scan 
& Join 
Online! 

http://www.southpasscity.com
https://www.amazon.com/gp/f.html?C=CWZK0AZZZD4W&K=RJK4L8UTQYDG&M=urn:rtn:msg:201911120004447d7dc207744c437fa37cf53e87e0p0na&R=3SNEUZNSU4Q7E&T=C&U=https%3A%2F%2Fsmile.amazon.com%2Fch%2F51-0193862%3Fref_%3Dpe_1723670_203812010&H=G2DCAWAWZHA4QSTZBX0TEMDANBSA&


S ometimes visitors ask questions:  “What’s it 
like to live here?  Is it lonely?”   

Life as a seasonal employee at South Pass City 
State Historic Site probably isn’t for everyone, but 
those of us who return for multiple seasons find 
the combination of solitude, dark night skies, 
& immersion in nature suits us just fine.  After 
all, getting to live & work with a state park as 
your backyard is a pretty awesome perk of the 
job.   

 
This summer, we took the opportunity to 

informally survey our four-legged neighbors by 
placing a few game cameras along the trails, 
waterways, & in some out-of-the-way nooks 
& crannies of our state park.  From observing 
multiple deer families to one little lone black 
bear on the run, & everything in between, we 
have had a great time exploring our park & 
learning more about the wildlife that share our 
summer home. 

   
We thought we’d share a few of our shots 

here.  
 

Sarah Lederle & Rick Burnside 

Discovering the  
Wild Side of  
South Pass City 



South Pass City 2020 
Friends of South Pass  

Opening Day 
May 10th, 2020 

 

Tours 
 

Carissa Tours 
Memorial Day to Labor Day 
Thursday through Sunday 

2 pm 
Reservations  

HIGHLY recommended 
southpasscity.com/tours for reservations or 

307-332-3684  

 

English Tunnel Tour 
Saturdays  

June through August  
11 am—1 mile hike & candle tour 

of a real mine! 
RESERVATIONS REQUIRED 

southpasscity.com/tours for reservations or 
307-332-3684  

 
 

Lots more information at 

southpasscity.com 

Events 
 

First Day Hike 
January 1st, 2020 @ 11 am 

Be prepared for a winter hike, 
bring a good coat, hat, gloves, 

snow-shoes or ski’s. 
 

The hike is two miles long 
& strenuous. 

 

The Friends of South Pass will 
serve lunch along the trail.  

 
Gold Rush Days 

July 11th & 12th 

 

South Pass City’s  
Annual Celebration of All things  

South Pass City 
Events will include  
Vintage Base Ball 

Living History 
Gold Panning  

& Much More! 

Pin to the  

Ice Box 
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T he Friends of South Pass are a 501(c)3 not-for-
profit organization dedicated to preserving & 

interpreting South Pass City & the Carissa 
Mine.  Through annual contributions the "Friends" 
have funded some of the largest & most important 
restoration projects here at SPC . 

 

Membership includes: 
 Swag from the Store 
 Free Admission to SPC 
 This Newsletter 
 Memberships start at $25 
 Contributions are Tax Deductible 
 & much more... 
 

Join the Friends of  
South Pass 

Scan 
& Join 
Online! 


