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Chinese quarters, 1900 (American Heritage Center); drawing from Historical 
Images of Sweetwater County. 

 

To work their ever-expanding coal mines, and to keep local miners from 
successfully organizing for higher pay, the Union Pacific brought in Chinese 
workers, and built houses for them in a separate enclave near Mine No. 4, 
quickly labeled Chinatown. By 1880, there were about 40 of these houses, and  
Chinese workers represented at least 50% of the total workforce in the Union 
Pacific mines. 





13 

1885 line drawing of Chinese massacre, by a military officer (American 
Heritage Center) 

 

It was during this time, on September 2, 1885, that the Chinese Massacre 
occurred in Rock Springs.  The 400 or so Chinese laborers who were brought 
to Rock Springs were treated differently from other workers at the coal mines.  
They lived in a segregated enclave and were paid differently, thus arousing 
suspicion among other workers.  A growing anti-Chinese sentiment helped to 
turn a fight in one mine into a mob action that resulted in the death of 28 
Chinese, and the burning of Chinatown. 
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Site of Chinatown, today (Mary Humstone 2005) 

 

Today, nothing remains to indicate the site of Chinatown and the Chinese 
massacre; houses and parking lots have covered what is now an archeological 
site. 
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440 S. Main (Mary Humstone 2005) 

 

The first home of the Rock Springs National Bank was down the street at 440 
South Main, and it too exemplifies the excellent stone work of the early Rock 
Springs masons.  After the Chinese Massacre, the Union Pacific stopped 
importing workers from China, and instead turned to Europe, recruiting miners 
from Finland, Italy, Greece, Slovenia, Serbia and Croatia to join the British and 
Scots already working in Rock Springs.  These workers brought with them 
traditional skills, which sometimes earned them a job outside the mine, such 
as building stone bridges for the Union Pacific railroad, or stone stores and 
homes for wealthy merchants. Much of the stonework that we see in Rock 
Springs today was constructed by European stone masons. 
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Chicago Meat Market, I.O.O.F. since 1912, 515 N Front St. (Sweetwater 
County Museum; Mary Humstone 2005) 

 

Although built in 1909, this building exhibits the typical Italianate commercial 
design of the late 1800s.  Like the Fountain Club, this is a frame, false-front 
structure (now covered with stucco), with unusually elaborate cast iron cornice 
and window hoods.  The first floor originally housed the Chicago Meat Market, 
and the Odd Fellows have occupied the second floor since 1912. 

 







25 

Rock Springs City Hall (1890); H.H. Richardson, Allegheny County Courthouse, 
1884 (Sweetwater County Museum; Mary Humstone collection) 

 

Kern chose the imposing Richardsonian Romanesque style, used for 
courthouses, libraries, train stations and other civic buildings in the East.  The 
gray sandstone was quarried just outside the city, rough cut to give it a 
massive effect, and laid up by the same masons who built the State 
Penitentiary in Rawlins. The gables, towers, and rounded arches are all typical 
of the Richardsonian Romanesque style. 
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400 block, B Street (Mary Humstone 2005) 

 

By 1900, the south side of the tracks, where blocks were laid out in an orderly 
fashion in contrast to the north side, had emerged as the preferred area to live.  
Railroad and coal company officials as well as merchants and cattle and sheep 
ranchers built substantial homes on B and C Streets. 
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Ivinson Mansion, Laramie; 523 C Street (Mary Humstone 2005) 

 

While the large, Queen-Anne style homes such as those built by cattle barons 
in Cheyenne and prominent businessmen in Laramie are not found in Rock 
Springs, small-scale examples of this popular late 19th century style can be 
seen on B and C Streets. 
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Union Pacific housing, c. 1910 (American Heritage Center); houses on 10th St 
and Clark St. (Mary Humstone 2005) 

 

Also near the No. 4 Mine, the Union Pacific built 2-story duplexes, many of 
which can still be seen on 9th and 10th Streets. 
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Shotgun houses, Rock Springs (Mary Humstone, 1998, 2005) 

 

Rock Springs has many examples of the shotgun house, which is one room 
wide and three or four rooms deep, with no hall.  Its name derives from the fact 
that there is a straight shot through the house, from front door to back.  
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Hodge house, 157 K St (Sweetwater County Museum; Mary Humstone 2005) 

 

Miners also lived in the many boarding houses scattered throughout the city.  
The Hodge House, shown here in a turn-of-the-century photo and today, was 
built next to the livery stable and feed store, and probably served as a 
boarding house. 
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Union Pacific Railroad housing, c. 1910 (American Heritage Center); 402, 408, 
414 Paulson St (Mary Humstone 2005) 

 

The Union Pacific Railroad also had a presence in Rock Springs, although not 
nearly as great as that of the mining company.  The railroad built its own set of 
houses for workers and officials, such as this set of three gable-front houses 
on Paulson Street, now almost entirely obscured by trees. 
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Winton, 1920s (Sweetwater County Museum); N Main Street c. 1915 
(American Heritage Center) 

 

Outside of Rock Springs, coal camps such as Superior, Reliance, Winton and 
Dines grew into towns in their own right.  Many residents have fond memories 
of growing up in these small, tightly knit communities.  To them, Rock Springs 
was the big city, and they recall the excitement of coming into town once a 
week for shopping and entertainment. 
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Rock Springs UP Depot, 1900 (American Heritage Center); Rawlins UP Depot; 
Laramie UP Depot (Mary Humstone, 2005, 1998) 

 

The Union Pacific Railroad started the 20th century off with a new brick depot, 
completed in 1900.  The style of the depot reflects a popular trend for small 
depots, started by H.H. Richardson in the 1880s, with a wide, flaring eave 
supported by wooden brackets providing shelter for passengers and cargo.  
Plans for the depot came from the Office of the Chief Engineer of the Union 
Pacific in Omaha, and were similar to, but not exactly like, the plans for other 
small depots along the Union Pacific line. 
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Union Pacific Freight station (Sweetwater County Museum; Mary Humstone 
2005) 

 

In addition to being a business and social center for the area, Rock Springs 
was also the shipping center for goods going north to Pinedale and Jackson.  
The 1917 Union Pacific freight station just east of the depot reflects the 
growing importance of Rock Springs as a transportation hub.  



46 

Union Mercantile, 105 K St (Mary Humstone 2005) 

 

An important development in architecture and construction during this period 
was the establishment of local brick plants.  Once bricks were available locally 
and no longer had to be shipped from Salt Lake City, brick construction 
replaced stone or wood as the norm for downtown buildings.  The decorative 
possibilities of brick are well illustrated on the upper floor of the Union 
Mercantile, which opened as an alternative to the Union Pacific Company 
Store, and operated in this location on K Street until 1978.  
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Wainwright Building, St. Louis, MO 1890, Louis Sullivan; Guaranty Building, 
Buffalo, NY, Louis Sullivan, 1895. First Security Bank, Rock Springs, 1919 
(Mary Humstone 2005 and personal collection) 

 

With its 3-part division into base, office block and cornice, its large, Chicago-
style windows, glazed terra cotta walls and applied, sculptural ornament, the 
bank building recalls the office buildings of Chicago School architect Louis 
Sullivan. 
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New Studio Photo, S Front St (Mary Humstone 2005) 

 

The building housing the New Studio Photography store on South Front was 
created from two wooden, false front buildings, which were joined with a brick 
façade.  The canted entrances with large display windows, and the decorative 
brick and terra cotta accents, are typical of early 20th century commercial 
design. 
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411 North Front (Mary Humstone 2005) 

 

Another chain store, the J. J. Newberry Company, occupied the first story of 
the Rex Hotel building.  This infiltration of national chains into downtowns, and 
later outlying shopping malls, spelled the end of most of the small businesses 
that used to fill the downtown buildings. 
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Post Office (postcard: American Heritage Center; Mary Humstone 2005) 

 

The high hopes and expectations of the local population in this period before 
the Great Depression are reflected in the public, educational, and institutional 
buildings they constructed, many of which have survived to the present.  The 
Federal Post Office, built in 1911, is one of many nationwide designed by 
James Knox Taylor, the supervising architect of the U.S. Treasury Department 
in Washington, DC from 1897 to 1912.  
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Rock Springs Post Office (Mary Humstone 2005) 

 

The Neo-classical revival style used elements of classical Greek and Roman 
architecture, such as rounded arches, formal door surrounds, pilasters and 
columns, and cornices, and updated them for modern buildings.  With its large, 
rounded windows, formal entry and smooth brick walls, the Rock Springs post 
office is an excellent example of early 20th century Neo-classical architecture. 
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Masonic Temple (Mary Humstone 2005) 

 

The Neoclassical Revival style was favored for all types of public buildings 
from small towns to major cities. The three-story Masonic Temple constructed 
in 1913, also illustrates the Neoclassical style, with its Greek, temple front 
entrance and brick pilasters.  Although the entire building is built of brick, the 
first floor has a horizontal emphasis suggesting stonework, while the upper two 
stories emphasize the vertical.  Upstairs, the ballroom floor is supported by 
railroad boxcar springs, and actually bounces to the rhythm of the dancers. 
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Old Carnegie Library, 1908 (1910 photograph, American Heritage Center); 
Rock Springs Library and Fine Arts Center, 1974 (Mary Humstone 2005) 

 

Another civic building erected during this period in the Neoclassical style is the 
1908 Carnegie Library.  In the 1970s, the library and the Church of the Latter 
Day Saints were both encased in an aluminum and glass wrapper and joined 
across Blair Street to create the Library and Community Fine Arts Center. 
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Slovenski Dom (Sweetwater County Museum; Yu Jung Lee, 2005; interior, 
Mary Humstone, 2005) 

 

By 1910, at least 50% of the workers in Rock Springs were immigrants from 
southern and eastern Europe.  While ethnic enclaves did not exist in the city, 
ethnic groups maintained their identity in a number of ways, from dances and 
musical events to churches and ethnic societies.  These societies were 
originally formed to provide health care and death benefits to workers and their 
families, but gradually expanded into social organizations. The Slovenski Dom 
(or Slovenian National Home), built in 1913, is representative of the halls that 
were built throughout the United States to accommodate the activities of the 
fraternal organizations, and to help maintain a cultural identity. 
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