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From The Zephyr Archives

“MY OLD MAN...THE ‘URANIUM KING”

The Story of CHARLIE STEEN
By Mark Steen

NOTE: This series first ran in THE ZEPHYR IN 2003.

At the beginning of my first article in The Zephyr about my father, Charlie Steen, and
his discovery of the Mi Vida mine and its consequences, I wrote that people couldn’t
seem to resist the impulse to distort and rewrite the history of Moab’s most famous
prospector. I pointed out that falsehoods about my father’s uranium discovery and his
role in the Uranium Boom were now finding their way into print in historical publica-
tions.

Potato Chips & Bananas

Two good bad examples of people
distorting the truth or concocting half-
truths about my father’s role in chang-
ing the course of the uranium industry
clearly illustrate this point. In Utah’s
official centennial history, Utah: The
Right Place by Dr. Thomas G. Alexan-
der, the author has my Dad feeding his
family on “potato chips and bananas”
while he searched for uranium “with
a Geiger counter under one arm and a
bundle of Geological Surveys under the
other.” Aside from the well-known fact
that my father couldn’t afford a Geiger
counter and the lack of printed geologi-
cal information about the Big Indian
area prior to the Uranium Boom, Dr.
Alexander, who has three university
degrees in history, actually seems to
think that six people could live for
more than two years on potato chips
and bananas! I wonder what level of
sobriety the old timer who spun that
yarn was in when that tale was told?

How many people really believe that a prospector, much less a family with four
young and hungry sons, could have sustained themselves on a diet of potato chips and
bananas? A thoughtful, careful author might have also asked himself just how many
grocery stores in Cisco carried bananas in their fresh produce section in 1951. In a book
that purports to be Utah’s definitive history, the Steens’ diet has been transformed from
venison and beans into a snack food and a tropical fruit that would have been consid-
ered an exotic rarity in the forlorn town of Cisco, Utah.

How many people really believe that a prospector,
much less a family with four young and hungry sons,
could have sustained themselves on a diet of potato chips
and bananas? ... In a book that purports to be Utah’s
definitive history, the Steens’ diet has been transformed
from venison and beans into a snack food and a
tropical fruit that would have been considered
an exotic rarity in the forlorn town of Cisco, Utah.

The Infamous Tax Bill

Perhaps the most egregious, recent example of a historical publication distorting the
truth about the consequences of the discovery of the Mi Vida mine is the latest issue of
Blue Mountain Shadows: The Magazine of San Juan County History. Dr. Gary L. Shum-
way was the Guest Editor of this issue and a previous issue that focused on uranium
mining in San Juan County. Dr. Shumway should be imminently qualified to edit a
historical publication devoted to uranium mining, since he is a member of the extended
Shumway family who were engaged in prospecting and mining uranium for six decades.
Dr. Shumway received his Masters Degree in history from Brigham Young University
and his Doctorate in history from the University of California. The subject of his Mas-
ters Thesis was “The Development of the Uranium Industry in San Juan County, Utah”
and the subject of his Ph.D. dissertation was “A History of the Uranium Industry on the
Colorado Plateau.”

In the latest issue of Blue Mountain Shadows that Dr. Shumway edited is an article
of reminiscences by John Black, a uranium miner who worked with the Shumways for
many years in various mines in San Juan County. In Mr. Black’s rambling recollec-
tions is the observation that “Charlie Steen had mined his mines in Lisbon Valley, the
Mi Vida, and he had beat the state out of millions and millions of dollars by not paying
those taxes out as the ore was shipped. He also walked away and left the tax bill.”

These observations go far beyond being inaccurate. And people will probably believe
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them, because they are in a publication that has a professional historian as Guest Editor.
Well, history isn’t history unless it is the truth. And historians owe it to their readers
and their subjects to be careful with the truth.

And now... The Truth

This is what really happened. My father and his partners owned and operated the Mi
Vida mine from 1951 until 1962, when the mine and their interests in the Uranium Re-
duction Company mill in Moab were sold to Atlas Minerals in a $23 million transaction.
At that time, if any taxes were owed to San Juan County or the State of Utah, Atlas Min-
erals paid them out of escrow prior to the purchase. Atlas continued to mine ore from
some of the claims my father had originally staked in 1951 and 1952 for another twenty
years. It was Atlas Minerals that got into the dispute with San Juan County and the
State of Utah during the mid-1970’s about taxes and walked away---not Charlie Steen.

So if you prefer to believe the last thing you heard from someone who wishes it had
happened differently, don’t bother the old miner at the end of the bar; just pick up a
copy of some historical publication and read his faulty recollections. It will save you the
money you would otherwise waste buying him drinks, and you will have a permanent
record of another patently false account of someone’s version of Charlie Steen’s career.
Having set the record straight, I'll now resume the history of my father’s discovery that I
grew up with and believe to be the truth.

The Steens were about as broke as a family could be on July 27, 1952. We were liv-
ing in a $15 a month shack that was unencumbered with running water or electricity,
my parents owed $300 for groceries and a similar sum for gasoline, our clothes were
threadbare and my father had tapped every possible source for a grubstake.

When my father arrived at Buddy Cowger’s service station in Cisco, his spirit was at
its lowest level in the two years he had been prospecting for uranium. The drive from
the Mi Vida drill site back to Cisco had been the longest and most agonizing in his life.
Although he was determined to go on to Grand Junction to get some tools to fish out the
broken drill bit, Dad knew that the chances were next to impossible of recovering the
drill bit and continuing the drill hole on down to where he had projected the ore horizon
would be encountered. The dilapidated drilling rig that Bill McCormick had purchased
and thrown into the grubstake pot was only capable of drilling to 100 feet; and Dad and
Hoot had pushed it down to 197 feet. But it was still 3 feet short of my father’s goal, and
they needed to drill through the ore horizon in order to have a really viable prospect.
My father had driven directly to Buddy Cowger’s instead of the tarpaper shack in Cisco,
because he dreaded telling my mother the bad news about the drill hole.

The years of hunger, deprivation, worry and hard work had been tough enough on my
Dad, but he had been pursuing something he had wanted to do all of his life. Mom had
been Charlie Steen’s most loyal supporter. She had suffered the same hardships, but
probably paid a higher price for her husband’s determination. As much as Charlie Steen
wanted to prove all of the skeptics wrong, he wanted to prove M.L. Steen’s faith in him
hadn’t been misplaced. She alone had never doubted him.

In the instant that Buddy Cowger’s Geiger counter had registered the radioactivity of
the drill core sample, Dad had made a quick mental calculation and knew that he had
struck it rich. When he burst into the miserable shack and shouted that he had found a
million dollars worth of uranium, my mother believed him.

After things calmed down, my father retrieved my grandmother, Rosalie Shumaker,
and Douglas Hoot from the service station where he had left them when he ran to tell
my mother that the hole had come in. Then he took steps to record the moment. The
Steens dressed up in the best clothes they had, and photographs were taken of us in
front of the Cisco shack and assembled around the red Jeep. Only my two oldest broth-
ers had shoes.
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The next couple of months after my father’s discovery overflowed with excitement
and activity. On the basis of my father’s conviction that he had hit the uranium jackpot,
my mother borrowed some more money from her sister’s husband; and Buddy Cowger
extended my father’s line of credit for gasoline and groceries. My Dad wisely figured
that the 11 claims he had staked were not enough to protect his interest; so he returned
to Lisbon Valley and began staking additional claims to cover more ground.

The first problem he had to deal with was the location of the Big Buck claims that he
had tied on to when he first staked his ground in 1951. The original locators of the Big
Buck claims had not bothered to set their posts more than 80 feet past the rim of the
escarpment overlooking Big Indian Wash. But the Certificates of Location on file in the
San Juan County Recorder’s office claimed several hundred feet of additional ground
back towards the Mi Vida discovery drill hole. Working with Dan Hayes, my father
and Douglas Hoot reset the corners for the Big Buck claim group and relocated the 11
original Mi Vida claims. Amended Certificates of Location for all of the Big Buck and
Mi Vida claims were filed in Monticello, and everyone agreed to respect the new claim
boundaries. This may not seem too important to someone uninitiated in the ways of
prospecting and unfamiliar with the things an attorney can do with the mining laws,
but this decision was to have far-reaching consequences when these same claims were
jumped less than a year later.

When my father announced his
discovery and the high uranium
content of his drill core, the AEC
and all of the established uranium
company geologists reacted with
open disbelief.

My father staked another 40 claims during this period, including 6 that he located in
Douglas Hoot’s name and 3 for Buddy Cowger. He helped Hawley Seeley stake 3 more
to repay the Seeley family for their friendship and kindness when we lived on Yellow Cat
and in Cisco. Bob Barrett was let in on the discovery, and he came up from Dove Creek
and located 11 claims to the west of the expanded claim block. Later, my father and Bar-
rett staked 16 more claims that extended for nearly another mile and a half to the north;
with my father and Barrett locating every other claim in sequence so they both ended up
with 8 claims each.

Since my father was certain that the uranium he had discovered had been structurally
controlled by the Lisbon Valley anticline, he didn’t bother to stake any ground below an
elevation he called the “Steen Line.” Although hundreds of holes were eventually drilled
on the thousands of claims that were staked below this elevation, no ore bodies were
ever found in the Big Indian mining district outside of the trend my father first identi-
fied in 1952.

The dilapidated
drilling rig that

Bill McCormick
had purchased and
thrown into the
grubstake pot was
only capable of
drilling to 100 feet;
and Dad and Hoot
had pushed it down
to 197 feet. But it
was still 3 feet short
of my father’s goal,
and they needed to
drill through the
ore horizon in order
to have a really
viable prospect.

£ 4 & R | E
Things began to get complicated when Bill McCormick had to withdraw from their
handshake mining partnership. It turned out that McCormick had a silent partner in
the Dove Creek Mercantile Store, and his associate didn’t want anymore of their good
money thrown into the expensive exploration drilling that would be needed to prove up
an ore body. He demanded that McCormick recover their investment before Charlie
Steen spent all of their money pursuing his dream of striking it rich. Bill McCormick
was so cash strapped himself that he couldn’t come up with the $7,500 his silent partner
wanted, so he offered to sell back their 49% interest for $15,000.

Then Douglas Hoot, the machinist my grandmother had brought up from Texas to
rebuild the rig and help with the drilling, decided that he wanted to return to Houston.
Hoot said he would sell his 6 claims for $100 to the first person that wanted them. My
father was flabbergasted. These claims had been staked close in to the Mi Vida claim
group, and were each potentially worth a thousand times the amount Hoot wanted for
all 6 claims. Dad insisted that Hoot hold out for $25,000 for each claim. Since there
was no one willing to give Hoot $25,000 for all 6 claims, let alone a single one, Hoot

offered them to my father for the original $100 figure he thought they were worth. Al-
though my father argued and cajoled Hoot to hold on until the Mi Vida discovery could
be proven, he couldn’t be dissuaded from selling. Digging into his last-ditch emergency
money, Charlie Steen paid $100 for all six claims, and watched as Douglas Hoot caught
the bus for Texas.

After the new claims had been located, my father sent samples of his drill core to
the Atomic Energy Commission in Grand Junction for analysis. When no results were
forthcoming, another sample was sent in for analysis in a third party’s name. Both
samples were “conveniently lost” at the AEC’s laboratory. A third drill core sample was
sent to a private laboratory in Denver for chemical analysis. When the results came
back they revealed an average of .34 percent uranium content with some of the core
running better than 2 percent uranium oxide. These were so high that people refused to
believe them. When my father announced his discovery and the high uranium content
of his drill core, the AEC and all of the established uranium company geologists reacted
with open disbelief. Employees of the same government agency that was supposed to
encourage the kind of discovery Charlie Steen had finally made accused him of salting
the drill hole with pitchblende from Canada. They began to call my father’s prospect
“Steen’s Folly” and referring to him as the “Cisco Kid” behind his back.

After trying to raise money in Salt Lake City, Grand Junction and Houston, my father
drove to Denver in August to try to promote some mining machinery on credit or for an
interest in his discovery. He couldn’t, but he dropped by the Denver Post and told them
he had a good story. Dad hoped that someone would read the story and take a chance
on investing. Like everybody else, the newsman was openly skeptical of my father’s
claim of having found a uranium fortune. The story was held up for several weeks after
someone the Denver Post contacted at the AEC insisted there could be no uranium
where Steen said he made his strike.

When the Denver Post finally ran the story on August 30, 1952, it was considerably
less positive or personal than the typed version of my father’s announcement. The Den-
ver Post left off the following text: “The many people who at various times in the past
two years refused to risk their money on my venture need not approach me with offers
of financial aid when I no longer need it. Finding the ore was relatively easy; raising the
money necessary to finance the exploration program was the difficult task. As a geolo-
gist I am very happy that my discovery results from my ten years of field experience. As
a prospector, I am glad that the hard two years of search is at an end. The hardships and
privations that my family and I endured in order that I could make this discovery should
prove that my family and I earned this reward.”

The Denver Post article brought my father the financial backers he had been looking
for, and he was able to get the Mi Vida mine into production within four months. Even-
tually, Dad would find out that his $1 million discovery was worth another $149 million.
And Charlie Steen, the Uranium King, would learn the true cost of fame and fortune.

Part 3 of “My Old Man, the Uranium King” continues in the August/
September issue of The Zephyr
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The mission of Moab Solutions is to reduce and eliminate the
waste of materials and human potential while nurturing the
well-being of the natural world. We profect and restore natural
areas, help the homeless help themselves, and promofe the
benefits of Respect, Rethink, Reduce, Reuse and Recycle
pracfices. At our core is a deep respect for and love of the
natural world and all lives that depend upon it.

Donations to SOLUTIONS are welcome!
All donations made to Solutions go directly toward expenses in our
efforts to provide*Respect, Rethink, Reduce, Reuse, and Recycle”
activities and education.

we are now a 201(c)(3)
Please mail your contribution to: Solufions,

P. O. Box 1549, Moab, UT 84532
http://www.moab-solutions.org/index.html




