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SINCE THE END OF THE CoLD WAR in 1989, Ameri-
cans have begun to consider seriously the social costs exacted by the development of nuclear
energy. Recent disclosures have revealed radiation tests on children. Several studies have
probed cancer rates in the Intermountain West among underground uranium miners, while
others have examined above-ground occurrences presumably caused by nuclear testing. Still
others have examined the survival of cities such as Hanford, Washington, and Los Alamos,
New Mexico, where scientists manufactured the first reactors.! But few scholars have di-
rected their attention to the communities created for the mining and milling of
“yellowcake”—the common name for the concentrate processed at uranium mills.2

Twice during the four decades of the Cold War, changing policies of the federal govern-
ment caused “boom and bust” phases in the yellowcake communities of the American West.
Boom periods created severe problems of housing, schooling, and the like; and the bust
phases struck at the very existence of these towns. Some of the towns, such as Moab, Utah,
and Grants, New Mexico, were able to survive high unemployment, sharp drops in property
values, and losses in local revenue by shifting to tourism. But other mining camps had no
foundation other than the production of yellowcake. Jeffrey City, Wyoming, was such a com-
munity. [ts history illustrates how national policy played out at the local level 2
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! Philip L. Fradkin, Fallout: An American Nuclear Tragedy (Tucson, 1989); Stewart L. Udall,
The Myths of August: A Personal Exploration of our Tragic Cold War Affair with the Atom (New York,
1994); Michele Stenehjem Gerber, On the Home Front: The Cold War Legacy of the Hanford Nuclear Site
(Lincoln, 1992).

? Yellowcake is the common name for the chemical precipitate, usually ammonium
diuranite or magnesium uranite, produced at uranium mills. Although yellowcake contains only 60 to
70 percent uranium oxide (U3Os), the terms uranium, yellowcake, uranium oxide, and the abbreviation
UsOs often are used interchangeably.

* David P. Vogt, Colleen G. Rizy, and Regina A. Watson, Energy Division, Oak Ridge Na-
tional Laboratory, Regional Impacts of Uranium Mining and Milling Employment Decline: A Preliminary
Appraisal, ORNL/TM-9356 (Oak Ridge, TN, 1985). [“ORNL/TM-9356" is a government publication
number that will aid those interested in locating this particular document. Several of the citations to
public documents that follow contain government indexing numbers.]
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Today, Jeffrey City is little more than a ghost town. Tumbleweeds blow through its
streets, antelope graze amid the foundations of former businesses, and the yards of hun-
dreds of house and trailer lots are slowly returning to short grass prairie. The new high
school gymnasium, completed a dozen years ago, is all but closed for want of activity. Sym-
bolic of the times is the question mark strategically placed on the remains of a local store
so that the sign now reads “Jeffrey City Market?”

While these impressions are vivid, the numbers gauging the city’s decline are stagger-
ing. In 1980, the area’s uranium industry employed around one thousand workers, the lo-
cal school had nearly six hundred students, and the town’s population was over four thou-
sand. Within two years, 95 percent of the area’s work force had left town, taking 66 per-
cent of its school-age children. Only 25 percent of the town’s population remained. Today,
15 years after the height of the boom, Jeffrey City is almost gone. Population is less than
one hundred, enrollment at the school is 33, and the employment numbers are single
digit.* (See Figure 1.)

Jeffrey City lies in Fremont County near the geographic center of Wyoming, about 70
miles west of Casper, on a high broad basin along the winding Sweetwater River. Al-
though thousands of migrants once passed by on the nearby Oregon Trail, the area re-
mained rangeland until 1930, when three World War I veterans moved their families onto
new homesteads. One of these families consisted of Sam and Beulah Peterson and their
two sons. By 1939, the couple had given up farming in favor of opening a gas station on a
newly constructed highway that passed through their land. During the 1940s, Beulah be-
gan to handle the mail for local ranchers. In the early 1950s, she applied for and received a
post office. Thinking about her government homestead and its location, she named the
place “Home on the Range.” The label stuck and Wyoming maps began to show Home on
the Range as a permanent stop on Highway 287.5

About this time, the United States government, concerned about its access to the
world’s small supply of known uranium—the main ingredient in the atomic bomb—initi-
ated a search for new domestic sources. Congress, worried that the federal government
alone might not be able to supply this need quickly, sought to link government and private
companies under the supervision of the Atomic Energy Commission (AEC).

* Geoffrey O'Gara, “Jeffrey City: Precious Isolation, Community Fierce for its School,
Despite High Costs,” Casper Star-Tribune, 31 December 1994, A1. The population, employment,
and enrollment data are derived from newspapers, state government, and school enrollment records.
Because the boom and bust occurred in Jeffrey City so quickly, the town was listed only on the 1980
federal census. Given the rapidity of change at this time, it is doubtful that this count is accurate.
Further, other sources for population counts such as gas and electrical hook-ups are misleading be-
cause the company maintained many of the homes’ utilities. Therefore, population figures are based
on reports provided in the Jeffrey City News, 1977-1982. A complete set of the Jeffrey City News is
housed at Jeffrey City High School, Jeffrey City, WY. Employment figures are provided by the Wyo-
ming State Mine Inspector, Annual Report of the Wyoming State Mine Inspector (Cheyenne, WY,
1960-1992). These are found in the Wyoming State Archives in Cheyenne, and will hereafter be
cited as Mine Inspector. Finally, school figures are based on the enrollment records of the Jeffrey City
School, 1967-1992, on file at the Jeffrey City School, and hereafter cited as Enrollment.

5 Sam Peterson, Jr., interview by author, 13 May 1992, Jeffrey City, Wyoming, tape re-
cording in author’s possession (hereafter Peterson interview).

¢ Richard G. Hewlett and Oscar E. Anderson, Jr., A History of the United States Atomic
Energy Commission, vol. 1, The New World, 1939/1946 (University Park, PA, 1962); Richard G.
Hewlett and Francis Duncan, A History of the United States Atomic Energy Commission, vol. 2, Atomic
Shield, 1947/52 (University Park, PA, 1969).
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Figure 1. Compound Population Statistics, Jeffrey City, Wyoming 1960-1992. Enrollment data is
derived from records on file at the Jeffrey City School. Employment figures are from Wyoming State
Mine Inspector, Annual Report of the Wyoming State Mine Inspector (Cheyenne, 1960-1992), Wyo-
ming State Archives, Cheyenne. Voter Registration records are on file at the Fremont County Of-
fice of Voter Registration, Lander, Wyoming. Change of Address forms are based on the Jeffrey City
Post Office Change of Address Form Book, 1969-1985, on file at the Jeffrey City Post Office.

Created by the Atomic Energy Act of 1946, the AEC began a program to “control the pro-
duction, ownership, and use of fissionable materials to assure the common defense and secu-
rity.”” The AEC then embarked on a series of wide-ranging financial incentives for the ex-
ploration and manufacture of uranium from new fields. Among these inducements were a
guaranteed minimum price for uranium ore, government buying stations, and haulage allow-
ances. Further, the AEC joined forces with the U. S. Geological Survey to bring experienced
field geologists and other experts into the search. As prospectors made small discoveries, the
AEC then began a road-building program to provide better access to new mines.?

Much of this exploration centered on the Colorado Plateau, where small mining camps
had been producing minute amounts of uranium, vanadium, and radium since the early
1900s. As the AEC scoured the countryside, private individuals explored outcrops and made
drill holes in canyons and backcountry areas. In July 1952, a down-and-out prospector
named Charlie Steen struck it big outside of Moab, Utah. National magazines swarmed into
town to interview this unlikely new “uraniumaire.” By the end of the year, the first boom
was on.

T Atomic Energy Act of 1946, Statutes at Large 60 (1946): 755-75.

& Nielsen B. O'Rear, USAEC, TM-187, Summary and Chronology of the Domestic Uranium
Program (August 1966), tpt. prepared for United States Atomic Energy Commission, Grand Junc-
tion Office (Grand Junction, CO, 1966); Holger Albrethsen, Jr. and Frank McGinley, U. S. Depart-
ment of Energy, GJBX-220 (82), Summary History of Domestic Uranium Procurement under US
Atomic Energy Commission Contracts: Final Report (October 1982), rpt. prepared for United States
Department of Energy (Grand Junction, CO, 1982).

® Elizabeth Pope, “The Richest Town in the U. S. A.,” McCall’s, December 1956, 38-39,
99-104; Burt Meyers, “Uranium Jackpot,” Engineering and Mining Journal 154 ( September 1953): 72-
75; Raye C. Ringholz, Uranium Frenzy: Boom and Bust on the Colorado Plateau (New York, 1989;
reprint, Albuquerque, 1991); Maxine Newell, Charlie Steen’s Mi Vida (Moab, UT, 1992).
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Throughout the following year, the search expanded beyond the Colorado Basin. In
1953, local prospectors discovered uranium in Wyoming’s Gas Hills region north of Home
on the Range and in the Crook’s Gap and Red Desert areas to the south. Entrepreneurs
staked claims and established small mining operations in hope of becoming the next
Charlie Steen. On 1 March 1955, the AEC opened an ore-buying station at Riverton,
Wyoming. As mining activity developed further from Riverton, the AEC established, in
December 1956, another buying station at Split Rock, a historic landmark on the Oregon
Trail a few miles north of Home on the Range. When the AEC began to stockpile ore at
the new station, it became apparent that if someone could secure a contract with the gov-
ernment, a mill could produce a profit by processing the area’s accumulating ore.!°

One such dreamer was businessman Bob Adams of Rawlins. In 1952, Adams picked
up a copy of the Saturday Evening Post and read an article about Charlie Steen’s uranium
discovery.!! Adams, a restaurant owner, had also heard uranium talk from the various gov-
ernment survey crews who came into his place after trips into the nearby hills. When
Adams learned about the Gas Hills discovery in 1953, he was ready to act. A pilot, he
fitted his plane with radiation detectors and began to scan the hills north of Rawlins.
Adams discovered uranium in 1954 and, in March of 1955, founded a small mining inter-
est called the Lost Creek Oil and Uranium Company.!2

During these days of frenzied prospecting and penny stocks, Bob Adams dreamed of
becoming a big player in the uranium field. Instead of merely selling his claim to another
company for an assured profit, Adams decided to try, like Charlie Steen, to build his com-
pany into a major uranium producer. After securing more than one hundred thousand dol-
lars in equipment and leases, Adams incorporated Lost Creek Oil and Uranium and then
sold almost $300,000 in public stock to finance the operation.”®

After establishing his corporation, Adams began the process of obtaining a milling
license from the Atomic Energy Commission. Because securing such a license would en-
sure long-range success via government subsidies for mining, hauling, and even processing
of the ore, Adams had to prove that he had both substantial ore prospects and sound finan-
cial backing.'

At first, the process of acquiring the three to four million dollars needed to construct
a mill was discouraging. In a contemporary story, Adams said, “[W]e got a cold turndown
from the first Denver Bank we talked to . . . the word uranium frightened the Bank and it

1% Albrethsen and McGinley, Summary History, pp. A-111, A-118.

! Bob Peck, “Bob Adams: Mining Man of Action,” Riverton (Wyoming) Ranger, 19 June
1980, 1E.

12 “The History of a Successful Uranium Venture,” Wyoming 1 (June-July 1957): 28-31.

" Bill Hosokawa, The Uranium Age (Denver, 1955), 42-43. Despite this public sale, the
venture remained a hometown affair as Rawlins people purchased more than one-third of the three
million penny shares in amounts ranging from $100 to $5,000. Not surprisingly, Bob Adams became
president and general manager of the new corporation. His father, William Adams, became vice-
president. Edward A. Smyth, a Rawlins merchant and bank officer, became secretary-treasurer.

*U. S. Atomic Energy Commission, Grand Junction Operations Office, “Press Release
No. 292,” Wednesday, 8 February 1961, in possession of William Chenowith, Grand Junction, CO.
Prospectors who found uranium were first required to obtain a Source Material License in order to
move the ore from their mine to an ore-buying station or mill. This license, called a “P number” for
producer, then authorized the mine owner to obtain bonuses, haulage fees, and ore payments.



