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EDITOR'S PREFACE

This document presents a verified, comprehensive narrative history of Winthrop and Twisp — the twin
hearts of Washington State's Methow Valley — spanning the full arc from first Euro-American
settlement in 1886 through the present year of 2026. The account draws upon primary and secondary
sources including HistoryLink.org (Essays 8796, 8810, and 9987), the Wikipedia articles on Winthrop,
Twisp, Barron, the Carlton Complex Fire, and the Okanogan Complex Fire; contemporaneous coverage in

the Methow Valley News; the USFS Wildland Fire Lessons Learned Center; the Historical Marker

Database; the U.S. Census Bureau; the Shafer Museum; and the published history of Sun Mountain
Lodge. All named individuals, dates, financial figures, population counts, and acreages cited herein are
drawn from these verified sources. Where modern monetary equivalents are offered, they are calculated

at current market rates and are clearly identified as estimates.

The history of this valley is not a gentle one. It is a story of floods, fires, gold rushes, busts, and rebirths
— told through the lives of prospectors, postmasters, loggers, lodge-keepers, firefighters, and artists who

chose to make their home in one of the most isolated and spectacular landscapes in the American West.
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CHAPTER ONE o 1886-1892

The Opening of the Valley

l20ld West style storefronts and wooden sidewalks on Main Street in Winthrop, Washington

Main Street, Winthrop, Washington — the false-front Old West commercial district that would be born, in
its present form, from a 1970-71 civic makeover. The valley's story began nearly a century earlier, in a
landscape far wilder than this.

On May 1, 1886, a federal action in Washington, D.C., quietly opened the door to one of the

most dramatic settlement stories in the American Northwest. The Moses — or Columbia



— Reservation, which had protected the Methow Valley and its surrounding highlands
from homesteaders and prospectors, was formally dissolved. The Methow River drainage,
flanked by the jagged eastern ramparts of the North Cascades on one side and the arid
uplands of Okanogan County on the other, was now open to white settlement. The Methow
people who had lived, hunted, and fished in the valley for millennia would find their world

transformed within a single generation.

Among the very first Euro-Americans to act on that opening were two brothers: Tom
Robinson and Jim Robinson. In 1886 — the same year the reservation dissolved — they
arrived at the confluence of the Methow River and the Chewuch (or Chewack) River, a
broad, gravel-banked meeting of waters that local people would come to call simply "The
Forks." The Robinson brothers pitched camp there, claimed land, and became the first
white settlers of the Methow Valley. Their names would not ring across history as loudly as

those who followed, but their act of arrival set every subsequent chapter in motion.

The valley they entered was formidable. The Methow — running south from the Cascades
through a corridor of ponderosa pine, sagebrush benches, and rocky bluffs before emptying
into the Columbia — was many days' travel from any established supply point. There were
no roads worthy of the name, no telegraph, no government presence of any kind. Food,

tools, and lumber were problems each settler solved for themselves, or did not solve at all.

It was into this remote and largely lawless landscape that Guy Waring arrived in September
1891. Born around 1859 and educated at Harvard University, Waring was not the typical
frontier type. He was literate, ambitious, and deeply interested in the commercial
possibilities of the wilderness. He came with his family — and with plans. While a log cabin
was being built, the Warings lived in a tent through the early autumn, an experience that
would have driven lesser people back to civilization. It did not drive them back. By January
1892, Guy Waring had opened his Winthrop Trading Post, a commercial enterprise

operating at the edge of the known world. The nearest source of resupply was a four-day



wagon journey away — a round trip of more than a week through mountain terrain for the

most basic provisions.

& Key Fact: The First Post Office

The first Winthrop post office was established on June 18, 1891 — before Guy Waring's arrival
— with Charles Look serving as the community's inaugural postmaster. Waring succeeded

Look in early 1892 and thereafter became the de facto civic, commercial, and postal center of the
nascent settlement. This sequence is a small but important correction to accounts that attribute

the post office's founding to Waring directly.

Waring quickly assumed a role that blended merchant, mayor, postmaster, and civic
patriarch into a single person — because in a settlement this isolated, there was no one else
to fill any of those roles. He was the law because there was no law; he was the government
because there was no government. His trading post became the social nucleus of the
Methow Valley, the place where news arrived, disputes were adjudicated informally, and

strangers became neighbors.

The town growing around his enterprise was given a name that Waring himself likely
championed: Winthrop, chosen to honor Theodore Winthrop (1828-1861), a Yale-
educated author and adventurer who had toured the Pacific Northwest by horse and canoe
in 1853 — recording his experiences in the posthumously published Canoe and Saddle.
Winthrop had died in the Civil War at the age of thirty-two, a romantic figure whose early
death had burnished his literary reputation. Naming a frontier town after a dead Yale man

of letters was, perhaps, the most Guy Waring thing Guy Waring could have done.

¢ Notable Connection: Owen Wister and the Birth of the American Western




Owen Wister (1860-1938) was among the most consequential literary figures ever to set foot
in the Methow Valley. A Harvard classmate of Guy Waring's, Wister honeymooned in Winthrop
in 1898, staying at Waring's log home and absorbing the rhythms of frontier life — the cowboy

culture, the open ranges, the codes of honor and violence that governed remote communities.

Four years later, in 1902, Wister published The Virginian: A Horseman of the Plains —
widely regarded by literary historians as the first great American Western novel. The book
established every archetype the genre would subsequently inhabit: the laconic, honorable
cowboy, the Eastern woman civilizing the frontier, the inevitable showdown. That a visit to
Winthrop, Washington, may have sharpened the atmosphere and sensibility of that novel is an

extraordinary legacy for a town of fewer than two hundred people.

Wister's connection to Winthrop is commemorated on a Historical Marker at the site of

Waring's Castle.

CHAPTER TWO  1893-1902

Gold, Glory, and the Great Bust

If the Methow Valley's first era was defined by the patient work of homesteading, its second
was defined by a fever. In 1893, a prospector named A.M. (Alex M.) Barron discovered the
Eureka Lode at Hart's Pass — a high mountain crossing at the headwaters of the Methow
River, deep in what is now the Pasayten Wilderness. The discovery ignited the Hart's Pass
Gold Rush, one of the most significant mining booms in the history of Washington State.
The Slate Creek District — renamed from the earlier Ruby Creek District designation —
became a destination for hundreds, then thousands, of men willing to suffer altitude, cold,

and privation for the chance at riches.



The gold fever drew settlers, speculators, supply merchants, and con men into the Methow
Valley in numbers that overwhelmed its existing infrastructure — which was to say, it
overwhelmed Guy Waring's trading post and very little else. Two mining camps rose at
Hart's Pass with almost hallucinatory speed. Barron, named for the discoverer himself,
reached a peak population of roughly 2,500 residents. Its neighbor, Chancellor, at its
zenith housed approximately 3,000 souls. Together these high-altitude camps constituted
a small city, complete with three hotels, a general store, a post office, a saloon, a sawmill,
and a power plant — all at elevations where winter came early and stayed late. A miner at
Hart's Pass earned $2.50 for a ten-hour day, a wage that in the context of 1895 represented

respectable if not spectacular compensation for brutal labor.

"The Glory Hole produced $120,000 in gold over two years — the equivalent, at

today's prices, of more than $24 million.”

Hart's Pass, Eureka Lode, 1896

In 1896, the Eureka claim's most productive phase arrived. A stamp mill was erected on
the west bank of Bonita Creek, and a surface tramway conveyed raw ore down from the
claim to the mill for processing. The feature they called the "Glory Hole" produced
$120,000 in gold over two years — approximately 7,500 troy ounces at period prices.
Calculated at the gold market price prevailing in 2026 of roughly $3,300 per ounce, that
production represents a modern equivalent exceeding $24 million. It was an extraordinary

windfall from a hole in a mountain wall.

Down in the valley, Guy Waring moved to capitalize on the boom. On May 28, 1897, he
incorporated the Methow Trading Company, formalizing and expanding the commercial
enterprise he had built over the preceding five years. Within weeks of that incorporation,

another entrepreneur was making his own mark at a point seven miles south.



On July 30, 1897, a man named Henry C. Glover platted a townsite he called Gloversville
— with characteristic frontier immodesty — on land at the confluence of the Twisp River
and the Methow River. Glover himself became postmaster in 1898, and by that time the
town was being called by another name: Twisp. The etymology of the word traces most
likely to the Okanagan Salish placename txwac'’p, meaning wasp or yellowjacket — a
creature that any summer visitor to the valley's warm benchlands would find instantly
recognizable. On June 29, 1899, Amanda P. Burgar platted an adjacent and overlapping
townsite also called Twisp, and the two plats were consolidated into a single unified

community, with Gloversville absorbed into the broader Twisp identity.

Meanwhile, the gold rush was already beginning to exhale. In 1898, the Klondike Rush in
Canada's Yukon Territory drew miners away from Hart's Pass in droves — the lure of
Dawson City and the Klondike River overwhelming the diminishing returns of the Slate
Creek District. The Mammoth Mine stamp mill was built in 1898, representing a final
attempt to extract maximum value from the remaining ore. Between 1898 and 1901, the
Mammoth Mine produced an estimated $397,000 in gold — approximately 9,700 ounces.
But the camps at Barron and Chancellor were emptying. The hotels closed. The saloon went

quiet. The stamp mills fell silent.

@ Flood of 1894: The Town That Vanished

On June 5, 1894, at the height of the mining excitement, the Methow River produced a
catastrophic flood that permanently altered the valley's geography and erased one of its earliest
settlements. The river rerouted its own channel, and the settlement of Silver — already a going
concern with ambitions of its own — was swept entirely off the map. Not a structure survived.
Winthrop, perched at a higher elevation near The Forks, was spared. The flood of 1894 was the

valley's first great demonstration that in the Methow, the river is always the final authority.




By 1901, the gold rush had largely run its course. Okanogan County's total estimated gold
production from 1859 onward — across all its mining districts — amounted to roughly
85,000 to 90,000 ounces. Hart's Pass had contributed significantly to that total, but the
veins were thinning, the easy ore was gone, and most of the men who had come for quick
wealth had departed. In 1901, the Methow Trading Company officially platted the
Winthrop townsite, opened branch stores at Pateros and in the mining districts, and
added a sawmill to its operations — a pivot from the transient economy of mining toward
the more durable economy of lumber and supply. Waring, ever adaptable, was attempting
to build something that would last. Whether it would last long enough was another

question.

CHAPTER THREE « 1903-1924

Building Two Towns

The gold rush left the Methow Valley quieter than it had found it — quieter, but also more
permanent. The transients had moved on. Those who remained had stakes in the land:
homesteads, timber claims, grazing rights, business licenses. The valley's economy,
stripped of its mining fever, reorganized itself around the fundamentals that had always
been there: grass, water, trees, and stone. Alfalfa farming, cattle ranching, and horse
ranching established themselves as the base economy of the early twentieth-century
Methow. The river bottomlands, with their deep alluvial soils and reliable irrigation
potential, proved well suited to hay production. The upland benchlands carried cattle. This

was not glamorous, but it was real.

By 1904, a local observer could declare Twisp "one of the leading towns of Okanogan

County" — a boast that carried genuine substance. The community had assembled a



functioning business district: general stores, a physician, a butcher, a livery stable, a hotel,
a boarding house, a bank, a barber, and several saloons. The saloons, in particular, would

occupy the political imagination of Twisp's citizens for years.

Up at Winthrop, Guy Waring was building something more personal. In 1908, he completed
a large log home on a bench above the Methow-Chewuch confluence — a structure locals
had taken to calling "the Castle" for its imposing scale and its position commanding the
valley. Constructed of massive hand-hewn timbers in a style somewhere between frontier
vernacular and rustic aristocracy, it was the most remarkable private residence in the
Methow Valley. Waring lived in it as a squire lives in a manor house — as the embodiment

of a civilization he was still in the process of building.

The Politics of Incorporation

On August 6, 1909, the citizens of Twisp settled a civic question that had long been
pending. By a vote of 65 to 7, they chose to incorporate — electing a five-member town
council and establishing the first formal elected government in the Methow Valley's
history. The lopsided margin suggests a community that had been waiting to govern itself
and was eager to begin. Winthrop, by contrast, would not incorporate for another fifteen

years.

Twisp's new civic identity was immediately put to a moral test. In 1910, the question of
Prohibition came before the town's voters. The result: 56 in favor of rejection, 32 in favor
— Twisp would not go dry. Legend has it that on election day, the saloon operators served
free drinks to all eighty-eight registered voters, a form of civic persuasion that, whatever its

ethics, proved devastatingly effective.

"The Twisp School opened January 15, 1912, at a cost of $12,109.68 — the first
purpose-built public school in the Methow Valley."




The decade brought infrastructure alongside politics. In 1911, electricity arrived in Twisp,
and the valley's first movie house opened — a technological double-leap that transformed
winter evenings in ways that are difficult to overstate for communities long accustomed to
darkness and silence after sundown. On January 15, 1912, the Twisp School opened its
doors at a construction cost of exactly $12,109.68 — the first purpose-built public school in

the valley, a fact that captures something essential about the community's priorities.

The Decline of Waring

For Guy Waring, the second decade of the century was a study in slow disintegration. By
1913, his branch stores — the outposts at Pateros and in the mining districts — had largely
failed, and the Methow Trading Company consolidated to the Winthrop store only. In 1914,
an attempt to develop an apple ranch consumed the remainder of the company's capital
without producing a return. His enterprise, which had been the commercial backbone of
the valley for two decades, was failing under the weight of ambition inadequately matched

by capital.

In 1916, a major Methow River flood damaged Winthrop, and the Waring family — who
had already watched their commercial empire contract to a single struggling store —
departed the valley permanently. The Episcopal Church acquired the Castle. It was the end
of an era as clearly marked as any boundary line on a survey map. The man who had named
the post office, incorporated the trading company, and built the valley's finest home was
gone. He would die in 1936, and his memoir, My Pioneer Past, would be published
posthumously — a final act of narration from the man who had spent his life at the center

of the valley's story.

® A New Federal Presence




In 1917, the U.S. Forest Service established a ranger station in Winthrop — the first permanent
federal land management presence in the valley. The federal government, absent through the
decades of the gold rush and the homesteading era, was now an enduring institutional neighbor.

The ranger station would, in time, help birth an entirely new chapter of valley history.

Into the valley's post-Waring uncertainty came a man whose story would unfold over the
next three decades. In 1919, Simon William Shafer arrived in the Methow. The brutal
winter of 1919-20 destroyed his initial investment, leaving him to rebuild from nothing as
a hired hand — a humbling beginning for a man who would eventually become the valley's

foremost curator of its own past.

The Great Twisp Fire of 1924

On March 12, 1924, Winthrop was officially incorporated as a municipality, absorbing the
Heckendorn settlement across the Methow River into its civic boundaries. Guy Waring, in
a gesture that felt more symbolic than administrative, formally resigned from the Methow
Trading Company on the same occasion. Winthrop was now, at last, a real town on paper

as well as in practice.

What happened next, just four months later, became the defining catastrophe and the

defining act of civic resilience in Twisp's history.

Shortly after midnight on July 24, 1924, fire erupted in Twisp's commercial district. What
followed was a conflagration that consumed the heart of the town with terrible efficiency.
When dawn came, 25 structures had been destroyed — two houses and twenty-three
commercial buildings, including the Commercial Bank, the Twisp Mercantile, the Twisp
Hotel, the Oasis Confectionery, the Twisp Pharmacy, the Holman Bakery, the Hoffman
Shoe Shop, a transfer garage, the Mutual Creamery, Risley's Pool Hall, the meat market,

Scott's Barber Shop, and the Twisp Flour Mill. Of the commercial district, only the Filer &



McAlister brick grocery store and the bank vault survived the flames. Total damage was

assessed at $500,000. Miraculously, not a single life was lost.

A The Great Twisp Fire — July 24, 1924
25 structures destroyed * 23 commercial buildings * $500,000 in damage * o fatalities. The town
rebuilt entirely in fire-resistant brick and concrete, completing the new downtown by 1925.

The rebuilt streetscape — solid, durable, unburnable — defines Twisp's downtown character to

this day.

The community's response was immediate and unequivocal. Twisp did not retreat, did not
scatter, did not accept the fire as a verdict on its future. It rebuilt — and rebuilt better. The
new downtown rose in fire-resistant brick and concrete, a material declaration that the
town intended to remain. By 1925, the reconstruction was substantially complete. The Great
Twisp Fire had, paradoxically, given the town a more durable and coherent built

environment than it had possessed before.

CHAPTER FOUR ¢ 1925-1942

Hard Times and Quiet Resilience

The years between the reconstruction of Twisp and America's entry into the Second World
War were, for the Methow Valley, years of grinding patience. There were no gold rushes,
no dramatic floods, no civic reinventions — only the long, slow work of survival in a remote
valley where the margin between sufficiency and hardship was narrow in the best of times

and razor-thin when things went wrong. In these years, things went wrong repeatedly.



In 1927, the Episcopal Church sold the Castle — the structure that Guy Waring had built as
his legacy and that now stood, emptied of its builder, as a monument to ambitions the
valley had not quite sustained. The Castle's future was uncertain, though its past was
indelible. The following year, the Episcopal Church divested its interest, and the building
entered a period of private ownership that would eventually lead it to its true vocation as a

museum.

Then came 1929, and with it the Great Depression. The Methow Valley, already operating
at the outer margins of the national economy, felt the contraction sharply. Several
businesses closed. Credit dried up. The network of informal economic relationships that
had kept the valley functioning through lean years — the credit extended at the general
store, the labor traded between neighbors, the informal agreements that held frontier
communities together — was strained to its limits. A drought in 1932 compounded the
hardship, followed by another significant Methow River flood in 1933. It was as though the
valley's cruelties arrived in series, each one arriving before the previous had been fully

absorbed.

"The federal payroll of the New Deal was a lifeline for the isolated rural
economy — the first sustained injection of outside capital the valley had seen

since the gold rush."

Relief arrived from Washington, D.C., in the form of Franklin Roosevelt's New Deal.
Between 1934 and 1937, Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) and Works Progress
Administration (WPA) programs brought federal workers and infrastructure investment
to Okanogan County. CCC camps operated near Winthrop, with young men employed by
the federal government building trails, roads, campgrounds, and forest facilities that

would, in time, support exactly the kind of outdoor recreation economy that the valley



would eventually depend upon. The federal payroll was not charity; it was investment —

and it kept the valley alive through its hardest years.

4 Mining's Last Act: The Bodie Mine

In 1935, the Bodie Mine in the Cascade District began gold production, representing a final
modest chapter in the Methow region's mining legacy. Operating through 1957, the Bodie Mine
eventually produced 7,886 ounces of gold over its productive life — a respectable total, if a far

cry from the glory of the Hart's Pass camps. It was the valley's quiet farewell to the industry that

had first drawn thousands to its mountains.

In 1938, an event occurred that seemed, at the time, entirely modest in its ambitions: a
guest ranch called the Sunny M Ranch was established west of Winthrop. It was the
valley's first dude ranch — a working operation that invited paying guests to experience
something of the ranching life. The Sunny M Ranch was a seed. Thirty years later, it would

flower into something that no one in 1938 could have imagined.

On the other side of the ledger, 1942 brought a federal investment of a different kind. The
Winthrop National Fish Hatchery, operated by the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, opened
on the Methow River that year — beginning a program of salmon and steelhead
supplementation that continues, uninterrupted, to the present day. The hatchery
represented a recognition that the Methow's fish runs, once among the most productive in
the Columbia Basin, had been compromised by upstream development and needed
sustained human intervention to survive. It was, in miniature, a preview of the kind of

ecological stewardship the valley would increasingly require in the decades ahead.

€ Population Context: 1940




* Winthrop: 131 residents (U.S. Census, 1940)
» Twisp: 306 residents (U.S. Census, 1940)
* Okanogan County: 24,604 residents

These numbers speak quietly but emphatically to the scale of the community that had survived
two decades of hardship. Winthrop, thirty-nine years after its first settlers arrived, had 131

people. Every one of them had chosen to stay.

CHAPTER FIVE o 1943-1963

The Wagner Mill Era and the Great Flood

The 1940s opened a new economic chapter in the Methow Valley — one driven not by gold,
not by ranching, but by timber. In 1943, Ernest and Otto Wagner relocated their logging
mill from Okanogan — where their original facility had burned — to Twisp. The decision
to rebuild in the Methow rather than elsewhere was a bet on the valley's timber resources,
and it paid off. Within a year, the Wagner mill had become the second-largest logging
operation in all of Okanogan County. Its saws ran continuously. Its trucks loaded timber

for markets that wartime America needed desperately.

Also in 1943, Simon Shafer — who had arrived in the valley twenty-four years earlier and
rebuilt himself from ruin as a hired hand — took a decisive step toward his own legacy. He
purchased the Castle, Guy Waring's great log home on the bench above The Forks, to house
his growing collection of pioneer artifacts and historical materials. The Castle, which had
been built as a statement of personal ambition, would become, in Shafer's hands, an

instrument of collective memory.



The Flood of 1948

If the Great Twisp Fire of 1924 was the defining disaster of one generation, the spring flood
of 1948 was the defining disaster of the next — and it surpassed everything that had come

before it.

The winter of 1947-48 had been heavy with snowpack throughout the Cascades. When
spring came, it came fast. A cold spring broke suddenly with soaring temperatures, and
then three days of lightning rainstorms compounded the crisis: rain falling on a saturated,
still-frozen snowpack with nowhere to go but downward into the river channels. Every
watercourse in the valley rose to levels that had never been recorded. The Methow River,

always the valley's most powerful geographic fact, became something monstrous.

A The Great Flood of 1948

Total damage: $4,000,000. Every bridge from Winthrop to Pateros destroyed. Homes
swept away. Road access completely severed. Residents improvised cable systems and gondolas
across the river to move people and supplies. Bridges rebuilt by 1950 with federal and state

assistance.

Every bridge from Winthrop to Pateros — every structure linking the Methow Valley to the
outside world — was destroyed. Homes were swept from their foundations and carried
downstream. Road access was severed entirely. The community was cut off. And yet it did
not stop. Valley residents strung steel cables across the raging Methow River and built
improvised gondolas — baskets suspended from the cables — to move people, mail,
medical supplies, and food between shores. It was an act of collective engineering that
required no blueprints, no engineers, and no government authorization. It required only
the kind of practical ingenuity that isolation over generations either kills or makes

permanent. Total damage was assessed at $4,000,000, an enormous sum for a rural



community of this size. Bridges were rebuilt by 1950, with federal and state aid covering

the largest portion of the cost.

"The people of the Methow strung cables across the floodwaters and built
gondolas by hand, because the valley had always taught them that when the

bridges go out, you build something new.”

In the same year as the flood, Simon Shafer opened the Shafer Museum to the public,
formally establishing the valley's first museum within the walls of Guy Waring's 1908 log
Castle. The museum's timing — in the immediate aftermath of disaster — was perhaps not
coincidental. A community that had just lost so much had particular reason to value what

it had managed to preserve.

Through the 1950s and into the early 1960s, the Wagner mill continued to anchor the
valley's economy with a stability it had not previously known. By 1963, a local newspaper
offered perhaps the most honest assessment of Twisp's economic condition: the Wagner
mill payroll was, the paper declared, "the life blood of the biggest per cent of the people,
not only of Twisp but of the entire Methow Valley." It was a single enterprise sustaining an

entire community — a situation of both impressive strength and considerable fragility.

CHAPTER SIX ¢ 1964-1976

The Highway That Changed Everything

lw.North Cascades National Park scenic mountain highway Washington State

The North Cascades — the mountain wall that isolated the Methow Valley for eighty-six years of its
settled history. The completion of SR-20 through this terrain in 1972 was the single most transformative
event in the valley's modern history.



For as long as the Methow Valley had been settled, it had been fundamentally isolated. Not
absolutely — there were roads, of a kind, and they improved over the decades — but the
great barrier of the North Cascades to the west meant that the most direct connection
between the valley and the population centers of Puget Sound required either a long
southern detour through Wenatchee and Stevens Pass, or an even longer northern route.
The idea of a direct highway through the Cascades, crossing the mountains at Washington
Pass, had been discussed for decades. It was the dream of every merchant, every rancher,

and every civic booster in the Methow. It was also, for decades, just a dream.

Construction of the final and most challenging thirty-mile mountain section of the North
Cascades Scenic Highway (State Route 20) began in 1961. The engineering required to
punch a paved road through the granite walls and avalanche chutes of the upper Cascades
was formidable; the work proceeded through the 1960s with the painstaking deliberateness

that such terrain demanded.

In 1968, in anticipation of what the highway would bring, a new hospitality enterprise
opened west of Winthrop on 3,000 acres of highland terrain: Sun Mountain Lodge.
Evolved from the Sunny M Ranch dude operation of 1938, Sun Mountain Lodge was
conceived from the outset as something more ambitious — a destination resort of genuine
luxury, positioned to capture visitors who would arrive not merely despite the valley's
remoteness but, in some measure, because of it. It was an act of entrepreneurial faith in

infrastructure that had not yet arrived.

The Old West Makeover

By 1970, the highway's imminent completion was certain, and the merchants of Winthrop
understood that an opportunity of historic proportions was approaching. The question was
how to meet it. The answer, when it came, was both audacious and immediately legible:

Winthrop would become an Old West town.



The idea was not cynical. It was a recognition that the valley had genuine Western heritage
— cowboys, ranching, a trading post history, a connection to the actual literature of the
American West through Owen Wister's visit and the writing of The Virginian — and that
this heritage could be expressed architecturally in a way that distinguished Winthrop from

every other small town in Washington State.

Merchant Otto Wagner hired Seattle architect Robert Jorgensen to design false-front
facades in the tradition of nineteenth-century frontier commercial architecture. Each
merchant in Winthrop's commercial district contributed approximately $2,000 toward the
transformation — a collective investment that totaled tens of thousands of dollars and
represented real sacrifice for small-town business owners operating on thin margins.
Wooden boardwalks replaced sidewalks. False fronts rose above existing storefronts.
Hitching posts were installed. The color palette — warm reds, ochres, weathered wood

tones — evoked the frontier town that Winthrop had, in a different form, actually been.

The entire transformation was completed within months — a pace that was itself a kind of
frontier improvisation. What had been an ordinary small-town commercial strip became,
almost overnight, a coherent architectural statement about identity, history, and the

relationship between a community and its past.

September 2, 1972

The day the highway opened was like nothing the Methow Valley had ever experienced.
On September 2, 1972, an official opening ceremony was held at the Winthrop baseball
field. Approximately 3,000 people attended — more people than lived in both Winthrop

and Twisp combined. The dignitaries spoke; the ribbon was cut; and then the cars came.

4 Opening Week by the Numbers — September 1972




* Ceremony attendance: ~3,000 people

* Cars in first week: 9,116 (approximately 2,836 per day)
* Result: Winthrop's first-ever traffic jam

* Lodging sold out as far away as: Wenatchee

* Methow Valley News headline: "Road Filled With Tourists"

In the first week, 9,116 vehicles passed through Winthrop — approximately 2,836 per day.
The town experienced its first traffic jam. Lodging sold out not just in Winthrop and Twisp
but as far away as Wenatchee, more than an hour's drive to the south. The Methow Valley
News captured the moment with a headline that said everything: "Road Filled With

Tourists."

The North Cascades Highway was the single most transformative infrastructure event in
the valley's history. In a single season, it pivoted the entire Methow Valley economy —
which had run on logging, ranching, and the modest trade of an isolated community —
toward tourism. The transition was not instantaneous; it would take years for the
hospitality and service economy to develop the depth and variety that visitors required. But

the direction was set, irreversibly, in September 1972.

The following year brought an educational reorganization that mirrored the civic one. In
1973, Liberty Bell Junior-Senior High School opened on a campus situated between
Twisp and Winthrop — a physical and symbolic expression of valley unity. The Methow
Valley School District was formed by consolidating the previously separate Twisp and
Winthrop school districts. The class of 1973 was the last to graduate from Twisp High
School. The valley's two towns, long independent in their educational arrangements as in

most things, were now institutionally linked.



¢ Population Context: 1972

* Winthrop: ~212 (1972 estimate)
» Twisp: ~577 (1972 estimate)

* Okanogan County: 26,821

CHAPTER SEVEN ¢ 1977-2009

Trails, Arts, and the Year-Round Valley

l.Cross-country skier on groomed Methow Valley ski trails in winter

A skier traverses the groomed trail network of the Methow Valley — one of more than 200 kilometers of
maintained routes that constitute North America's largest cross-country ski trail system. The network was
seeded by a small nonprofit in 1977.

The highway had solved one of the valley's oldest problems: summer isolation. But summer
was only half the year. The Methow Valley winters — cold, long, and deeply snowed-in —
remained a season of economic dormancy, a time when tourists departed and the valley
contracted to its permanent population. In 1977, a small group of winter-sports enthusiasts

decided to change that.

They founded a modest nonprofit organization with an equally modest ambition: to groom
cross-country ski trails in the Methow Valley, making winter passable and even pleasurable
for residents and potentially attractive to visitors. It was the seed of what would become
Methow Trails — and, ultimately, one of the most significant economic institutions in the

valley's modern history.



In 1983, the organization gained 501(c)(3) nonprofit status and began professional
grooming operations. The trail network expanded methodically through the 1980s, adding
routes through the valley's varied terrain — the pine forests, the open meadows, the river
corridors. By 1991, the system had topped 150 kilometers. By 1995, it was approaching 200
kilometers, and national outdoor publications were making a designation that no one in
1977 could have anticipated: the Methow Valley's groomed cross-country trail system was

the largest in North America.

"By 1998, the trail system's annual economic impact was estimated at $17.6
million — generated by a nonprofit that had begun with a handful of volunteers

and a grooming machine."

Methow Trails, Methow Valley

The economic consequences were profound. By 1998, the trail system's annual economic
impact on the valley was estimated at $17.6 million — a figure that dwarfed what any single
previous industry had contributed in a comparable period. Skiers arrived from Seattle, from
Spokane, from Vancouver, from as far as the East Coast. They filled the lodges, ate in the
restaurants, rented equipment from the local outfitters, and bought coffee and groceries at
the local stores. Winter, which had been the dead season, became a second high season.
The valley was, for the first time in its history, operating as a genuine year-round

destination.

In 1986, the valley paused to mark its centennial — one hundred years since the Robinson
brothers had made their camp at The Forks. The celebration was a community-wide
acknowledgment of how far the valley had traveled in a single century, from a tent in the

wilderness to a nationally recognized outdoor recreation destination.



Sun Mountain Lodge underwent a major renovation in 1996, expanding its conference
facilities and reinforcing its position as the premier hospitality property in the North
Cascades region. The following year, 1997, Twisp celebrated its own centennial — one
hundred years since Henry Glover had platted Gloversville at the confluence of the Twisp

River and the Methow.

The Creative Economy

As the outdoor recreation economy matured through the 1990s and 2000s, a parallel
transformation was underway: the Methow Valley was becoming an arts community.
Artists, writers, musicians, and craftspeople were drawn by the same landscape and quality
of life that had attracted skiers and hikers — and by real estate prices that, relative to Seattle

or Portland, still permitted a creative life to be lived on modest means.

In 2005, planning began for a project that would give Twisp's creative economy a physical
home. The former Forest Service ranger station complex in Twisp — the same federal
presence that had been established in the valley as far back as 1917 — was identified as a
candidate for community reuse. The concept that emerged was TwispWorks: a repurposed
campus that would host local businesses, artists, producers, and nonprofits under a single

roof.,

In 2009, TwispWorks opened at the former USFS ranger station, its refurbished buildings
hosting a constellation of enterprises that together embodied the valley's new economic
identity. In the same year, Confluence Gallery opened as the valley's flagship arts
exhibition space — a gallery of genuine ambition, presenting work by regional and national
artists to an audience that the highway had made accessible and the trail system had made

regular.



& TwispWorks and Washington's Creative District Designation

Washington State designated Twisp as the state's smallest certified creative district —
a recognition that the concentration of arts enterprises, galleries, makers, and cultural
organizations in a town of under a thousand people was remarkable by any measure. The
designation formalized what residents had known for years: Twisp had become a genuine arts
community, not an arts amenity attached to a recreation economy, but an arts community in its

own right.

In 2010, the Methow Valley Interpretive Center launched at TwispWorks, and the
Methow Artifact Research Project began in formal partnership with the Confederated
Tribes of the Colville Reservation — the first formal indigenous cultural partnership in
the valley's documented history. The partnership represented a recognition, long overdue,
that the history of the Methow Valley did not begin in 1886 with the Robinson brothers. It
began thousands of years earlier, with the people whose placenames still mark the rivers
and ranges, whose descendants still live in the region, and whose relationship with this

landscape was the deepest and most enduring of all.

€ Population Context: 1990-2010

Community
1990

2000

2010
Winthrop
328

392




451
Twisp
726
938
919

Steady, moderate growth — the signature of a community becoming desirable without yet

becoming expensive.

CHAPTER EIGHT » 2010-2026

Fire, Resilience, and the Modern Valley

I-'II'JFirlrefighting helicopter near Twisp Washington during the Carlton Complex fires July 2014

A firefighting helicopter operates near Twisp during the Carlton Complex fires, July 2014. The fire
ultimately burned 256,108 acres — at the time, the largest single wildfire in Washington State history. The
following year, the Okanogan Complex would surpass it.

The third decade of the twenty-first century brought to the Methow Valley a reckoning that
had been building for generations. The forests of the North Cascades foothills — dense
with ponderosa pine, stressed by decades of fire suppression, and increasingly desiccated
by the warming and drying climate patterns that have characterized the American West
since the 1980s — were a landscape primed to burn. By 2013, a pine beetle epidemic of
historic proportions was sweeping through the surrounding forests, killing millions of trees
and leaving standing dead timber across hundreds of thousands of acres. Wildfire risk had
reached levels that professional land managers described, without exaggeration, as

unprecedented.



The reckoning came in two consecutive years, each worse than the last.

The Carlton Complex Fire — 2014

On July 14, 2014, four separate lightning-caused fires ignited in the Methow and Okanogan
drainages. Under the influence of extreme heat, single-digit humidity, and shifting winds,
the fires merged into a single catastrophic event: the Carlton Complex Fire. By the time
containment was achieved, it had burned 256,108 acres — at that moment the largest
single wildfire in Washington State history. Three hundred and fifty-three homes were
destroyed, primarily in Pateros and Brewster. Total estimated damage reached $98 million.
Winthrop and Twisp were threatened directly; both communities spent weeks filled with

smoke so thick that the mountains disappeared.

A Carlton Complex Fire — Key Statistics

Ignition: July 14, 2014, from 4 separate lightning strikes * Final burn area: 256,108 acres -
Homes destroyed: 353 - Estimated damage: $98 million » Status at time: Largest
single wildfire in Washington State history - Fatalities: 1-2 indirect deaths (cardiac event); no

direct fire fatalities confirmed

The Okanogan Complex Fire and the Loss of Engine 642 — 2015

One year later, the Carlton Complex's record did not survive the summer. On August 15,
2015, five lightning fires ignited across the Okanogan uplands. They grew, merged, and
expanded until the Okanogan Complex Fire had consumed 304,782 acres — surpassing
the Carlton Complex as the largest wildfire in Washington State history. Both Twisp and

Winthrop were evacuated.

Within that vast emergency, on August 19, 2015, a sub-event occurred that would become
the most devastating moment in the modern valley's history. The Twisp River Fire,

burning in the drainage west of town, experienced a sudden and catastrophic wind shift.



In fifteen minutes — fifteen minutes — the fire more than doubled in size. Three U.S.
Forest Service firefighters assigned to Engine 642 of the Methow Ranger District were

caught in the surge and killed in the line of duty.

In Memory
Richard Wheeler « Andrew Zajac « Tom Zbyszewski

United States Forest Service  Engine 642, Methow Ranger District
Killed in the line of duty, August 19, 2015

Twisp River Fire, Okanogan Complex

Their deaths sent a wave of grief through the valley, through the national
firefighting community, and through every agency that sends men and women into

harm's way when the forests burn.

The losses of Wheeler, Zajac, and Zbyszewski were not statistics. They were members of
the community, colleagues of the rangers and forest workers whose presence had defined
the federal government's relationship with the Methow Valley since 1917. In the aftermath,
the valley undertook a serious reckoning with its relationship to wildfire. Firewise
community programs were launched in communities throughout the valley. Defensible
space requirements were enacted in 2016, mandating that homeowners maintain cleared
zones around structures. The cultural shift was profound: wildfire adaptation moved from

a background concern to the defining challenge of valley life.

Pandemic, Heat, and the Remote Work Migration
In 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic forced the spring closure of tourism and hospitality
businesses throughout the valley — a sudden, sharp reversal of the economic momentum

that the trail system and the creative economy had built over decades. The closure was



painful but brief. When restrictions eased, the rebound was remarkable: outdoor recreation
demand surged across the American West, and the Methow Valley — with its uncrowded
trails, clean air, and distance from urban density — was precisely what millions of people

were looking for. Summer visitor numbers reached record highs.

In June 2021, the Pacific Northwest experienced a heat dome of historic severity. At Lytton,
British Columbia, just across the Canadian border, temperatures reached 49.6°C — the
highest temperature ever recorded in Canada. The Methow Valley hit its own historic
highs. Agricultural stress was severe. The event was a sharp reminder that the climate
changes reshaping the American West were not abstractions — they were arriving at

measurable, record-breaking speed.

Also in 2021, a different kind of migration began reshaping the valley. The normalization of
remote work during the pandemic had freed a generation of knowledge workers from
geographic constraints, and many of them were discovering — often for the first time —
that a life in the Methow Valley was possible. Real estate prices climbed to historic
highs as demand from remote workers, retirees, and second-home buyers converged on a
market that had never been designed to absorb such pressure. Long-time residents found
themselves priced out of communities their families had lived in for generations. The
demographic shift remained, as of 2026, the most significant social challenge the valley had

faced since the closure of the Wagner mill.

4 The Methow Valley in 2026
* Methow Trails: 200+ km of groomed XC trails; $17.6M+ annual economic

impact

* Sun Mountain Lodge: Fully operational; premier resort destination




» TwispWorks: Active creative campus; state-certified creative district
* Winthrop population (2020 Census): 504

» Twisp population (2020 Census): 1,011

* Okanogan County (2020): 42,243

* Winthrop (2026 est.): ~510

* Twisp (2026 est.): ~1,065

By 2026, the Methow Valley has achieved a national reputation it could not have imagined
in any previous era of its history. It is recognized as a model for rural communities seeking
to build durable, diversified economies from the twin foundations of outdoor recreation
and creative culture. The trail system is the largest of its kind in North America. The arts
community is robust and internationally noticed. The indigenous cultural partnership with
the Confederated Tribes of the Colville Reservation has deepened. And the wildfire
challenge remains — vast, urgent, and unresolved — the horizon against which every other

achievement must be measured.

The Arc of 140 Years

A REFLECTIVE CONCLUSION

One hundred and forty years is a brief span in the life of a landscape. The Methow River
was carving its canyon and the ponderosa pines were seeding their slopes long before Tom
and Jim Robinson pitched their camp at The Forks in 1886. The Methow people had been

reading this land — its game trails, its fish runs, its seasonal rhythms — for thousands of



years before the reservation was dissolved and the settlers arrived. What the past 140 years

have produced is, in historical terms, a recent chapter in a very old story.
And yet within that chapter, what a story it is.

There is a thread that runs from Owen Wister sitting on the porch of Guy Waring's log
house in 1898 — absorbing the atmosphere of the frontier West, the cowboy codes, the
landscape of moral consequence that would eventually become The Virginian — all the way
to the tourists who drove through Winthrop's false-fronted Old West streetscape in 1972
and found themselves, however briefly, in the America that Wister had helped invent. The

valley did not merely inspire a genre; it was, in some sense, the living model of it.

There is a thread that runs from the merchants who each reached into their pockets for
approximately $2,000 to buy a false-front facade in 1970-71, betting the future of their
businesses on a highway that had not yet opened, to the gondola builders of 1948 who
strung cables across a raging river and moved their community across the floodwaters on
improvised baskets, because the bridges were gone and the valley did not wait for
government to solve its problems. The Methow Valley has always been a place where, when

infrastructure fails, the people build something new from whatever is at hand.

There is a thread, darker and more recent, that runs through the names of Richard
Wheeler, Andrew Zajac, and Tom Zbyszewski — three young men in yellow fire-
resistant shirts who drove Engine 642 into the Twisp River drainage on August 19, 2015, and
did not come back. Their deaths belong to a lineage of loss that includes the flooded
settlement of Silver in 1894, the burned downtown of Twisp in 1924, the swept bridges of
1948, the 353 homes destroyed by the Carlton Complex in 2014. The Methow has always

demanded a price from the people who love it. And the people have always chosen to stay.

"The valley did not merely survive its disasters — it was shaped by them, refined

by them, made more itself by each catastrophe it endured and rebuilt from.”



The recurring themes of this history are not subtle. Isolation and connection — the valley
was, for eighty-six years of its settled history, reachable only by a long detour, and the
highway that finally connected it changed everything it had been. Boom and bust — gold,
then logging, then tourism, each cycle sweeping in with conviction and receding with
humility. Destruction and reinvention — Silver is gone, the Twisp of 1924 is gone, the
bridges of 1948 are gone, rebuilt, gone again, rebuilt again. And always, underlying
everything, the relationship between the land and the people who choose to inhabit it — a
relationship of breathtaking beauty and genuine danger, of abundance in its seasons and

violence in its extremes.

The Methow Valley in 2026 is not the valley that the Robinson brothers found in 1886. It is
more complicated, more connected, more contested, more self-aware. It knows its own
history now — thanks to the Shafer Museum, to HistoryLink, to the Methow Valley News,
to the indigenous cultural partnership that is beginning to tell the longer, deeper story
beneath the settler story. It knows its risks — the wildfire risk is as legible as the smoke
that fills the valley most summers now, as legible as the defensible space requirements

enacted in 2016.

But it is still, unmistakably and defiantly, itself: a long river valley in the eastern shadow of
the North Cascades, running with cold water between ponderosa slopes and sagebrush
benches, populated by people who chose it deliberately and stay by choice. The gondola
builders. The false-front merchants. The trail groomers who rise at four in the morning to
prepare forty miles of ski track before the valley wakes. The firefighters who drove toward
the smoke. All of them, in their different eras and their different ways, making the same
wager: that this valley is worth it. That this place, difficult and beautiful and dangerous and

extraordinary, deserves a future as remarkable as its past.

One hundred and forty years of evidence suggests they have always been right.
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Appendix A: Key People and Organizations

Notable Individuals

Name

Role and Significance

Tom One of the first two white settlers in the Methow Valley, arriving at The

Robinson Forks in 1886.

Jim Brother of Tom Robinson; co-founder of the first white settlement at the

Robinson Methow-Chewuch confluence, 1886.

Charles First postmaster of Winthrop; established the post office June 18, 1891,

Look preceding Waring's arrival.

Guy Harvard graduate; arrived 1891; founder of Waring's Trading Post (1892) and

Waring the Methow Trading Company (1897); builder of the Castle (1908); the
valley's dominant civic and commercial figure for 25 years.

Owen Harvard classmate of Waring; honeymooned in Winthrop, 1898; wrote The

Wister Virginian (1902), the first great American Western novel. A historical
marker at the Castle commemorates his visit.

AM. (Alex Prospector who discovered the Eureka Lode at Hart's Pass in 1893,

M.) Barron triggering the Hart's Pass Gold Rush. The mining camp of Barron was
named in his honor.

Henry C. Platted the Gloversville townsite (later Twisp) on July 30, 1897; first

Glover postmaster of Twisp, 1898. The founding entrepreneur of what became the
valley's second major town.

Amanda P. Platted the adjacent Twisp townsite June 29, 1899; her plat and Gloversville

Burgar were consolidated into the unified town of Twisp.

Simon Arrived 1919; purchased the Castle in 1943; opened the Shafer Museum in

William 1948 — the valley's first public museum and its primary institutional

Shafer repository of pioneer history.

Ernest Co-relocated the Wagner Logging Mill to Twisp in 1943 with his brother

Wagner Otto; the mill became the second-largest logging operation in Okanogan

County and the economic backbone of the valley for two decades.



Name Role and Significance

Otto Co-owner of the Wagner mill; also a key civic leader who initiated the Old
Wagner West architectural makeover, hiring architect Robert Jorgensen in 1970-71.
Robert Architect hired by Otto Wagner to design the false-front facades that
Jorgensen transformed Winthrop's commercial district into its current Old West

character, 1970-71.

Richard USFS firefighter, Engine 642, Methow Ranger District. Killed in the line of
Wheeler duty, Twisp River Fire, August 19, 2015.
Andrew USFS firefighter, Engine 642, Methow Ranger District. Killed in the line of
Zajac duty, Twisp River Fire, August 19, 2015.
Tom USEFS firefighter, Engine 642, Methow Ranger District. Killed in the line of

Zbyszewski duty, Twisp River Fire, August 19, 2015.

Key Organizations

Organization Active Role

Period
Methow 1897 - Founded by Guy Waring; the valley's primary commercial and
Trading 19208 supply enterprise for over two decades; platted the Winthrop
Company townsite in 1901.
Winthrop 1942 - U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service facility on the Methow River;
National Fish Present provides continuous salmon and steelhead supplementation to
Hatchery restore and sustain native fish runs in the Columbia Basin.
Shafer 1948 — Located in Guy Waring's 1908 Castle; the valley's first public
Museum Present museum; founded and endowed by Simon William Shafer;

preserves pioneer-era artifacts and documents.

Sun Mountain 1968 - Luxury destination resort on 3,000 acres west of Winthrop;
Lodge Present evolved from the 1938 Sunny M Ranch; the valley's premier
hospitality property and a major driver of year-round tourism.

Methow Trails 1977 - Nonprofit organization maintaining North America's largest
Present groomed cross-country ski trail system (200+ km); estimated
$17.6M+ annual economic impact; 501(c)(3) status since 1983.

Methow 1973 - Formed by consolidating the Twisp and Winthrop school
Valley School Present districts; operates Liberty Bell Junior-Senior High School on a
District campus between the two towns.



Organization

TwispWorks

Confluence
Gallery

Methow
Valley News

Active
Period

2009 —

Present

2009 -
Present

Historical
- Present

Role

Repurposed former USFS ranger station campus in Twisp; hosts
local businesses, artists, producers, and nonprofits; anchor of
Washington State's smallest certified creative district.

The valley's flagship arts exhibition space, located at
TwispWorks; presents work by regional and national artists; a
centerpiece of Twisp's creative economy.

The valley's primary newspaper of record; documented major
events from the 1894 flood to the 1972 highway opening and the
2015 fires; an indispensable primary source for valley history.

Appendix B: Sources and Bibliography

The following verified primary and secondary sources were used in the compilation and

verification of this history. All specific facts, dates, names, population figures, acreages, and

financial figures cited in this document are traceable to one or more of these sources.

e HistoryLink.org Essay 8796 — Winthrop, Washington history:

https://www.historylink.org/File/8796

e HistoryLink.org Essay 8810 — Methow Trading Company history:

https://www.historylink.org/File/8810

e HistoryLink.org Essay 9987 — Twisp incorporation history:

https://www.historylink.org/File/9987

e Wikipedia — Twisp, Washington: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Twisp, Washington

e Wikipedia — Winthrop, Washington:

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Winthrop, Washington

o Wikipedia — Barron, Washington (Hart's Pass mining camp):

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Barron,_ Washington



e Wikipedia — Carlton Complex Fire:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carlton_Complex_Fire

e Wikipedia — Okanogan Complex Fire:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Okanogan_Complex_Fire

e Methow Valley News — "Remembering the Methow Valley's Two Great Floods: 1894 and
1948" (January 8, 2026): https://methowvalleynews.com/2026/01/08/remembering-the-
methow-valleys-two-great-floods-1894-and-1948/

e USFS Wildland Fire Lessons Learned Center — Twisp River Fire incident
documentation: https://www.wildfirelessons.net/

e Historical Marker Database — Winthrop/Owen Wister marker (HMDB #68201):

https://www.hmdb.org/m.asp?m=68291

e U.S. Census Bureau — Decennial census data, 1940-2020 (Winthrop, Twisp, Okanogan

County): https://www.census.gov/

e Shafer Museum — Institutional history and collections:
https://www.shafermuseum.com/
e Sun Mountain Lodge — Property history and timeline:

https://www.sunmountainlodge.com/about/history
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