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J. Frank Willis 
(Transcribed by Bill Fountain) 

 
Born:  1854 
Died:  October 17, 1903 Breckenridge, Colorado 
Buried:  Valley Brook Cemetery 
 
1900 U.S. Census, Breckenridge:  Willis, first name hard to read: g Nam, middle initial: R, born 
April 1856 New York, father born in New York, mother born in New York, occupation Mining 
Superintendent   
 
1883, January 27 – Montezuma Millrun 

“J. Frank Willis left at this office a beautiful specimen of ruby silver taken out of the 
Mark Twain lode.” 

 
1883, January 27 – Montezuma Millrun 

“Mining Application No. 2696. 
  Survey No. 1788. 
   U.S. LAND OFFICE, Central City Colo. 
       January 5, 1883 

Notice is hereby given, that Charles Buckland and J. Frank Willis, each of whose 
postoffice address is Montezuma Summit county Colorado, have this day filed their 
application for a patent for 1500 linear feet of the Mark Twain Extension mine or vein, 
bearing silver with surface ground 150 feet in width, situate lying and being in Snake 
River mining district, county of Summit, state of Colorado, and known and designated by 
the filed notes and official plat, on file in this office, at Lot No. 1788 being as follows, to-
wit: . . . This claim is bounded on the north by the Register lode, sur No. 357, and on the 
south west by the Mark Twain lode, sur 1583.  The location of this mine is duly recorded 
in the recorder’s office of Summit county in book 5 page 50. 

 
1883, April 7 – Montezuma Millrun 
 “Summit House Arrivals . . . 
 J. Frank Willis, Denver . . . “ 
 
1883, April 7 – Montezuma Millrun 

“J. Frank Willis came up from the capitol on last Tuesday to look after his various mining 
interests.” 

 
1883, June 30 – Montezuma Millrun 

“George Stroh presented the MILLRUN office, through J. Frank Willis, with a splendid 
specimen of ore from the St. Elmo tunnel.  The specimen is said to be an average of five 
foot streak of mineral in which they are working.  The specimen contains gray and 
yellow copper, galena, quartz, bearing mineral, spar and a very small percent. of zinc.  
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We are pleased to receive the present and hope the pay streak will increase in size and 
value.” 

 
1883, August 18 – Montezuma Millrun 
 “J. Frank Willis returned to Denver Tuesday.” 
 
1883, September 8 – Montezuma Millrun 

“Mining Application No. 2786 
 Mineral Survey No. 1854  District No. 2. 
  U.S. LAND OFFICE, Central City, Colo. 
      April 24, 1883. 

Notice is hereby given that J. Frank Willis, Charles Buckland and Donald M. Frothingham, 
whose postoffice is Montezuma, Colorado, have made application for a patent for 750 
linear feet on the Tempest lode, bearing silver, the same being 450 feet . . . “ 

 
1883, November 17 – Montezuma Millrun 

“On last Saturday a warrant was issued by John C. Davis, a justice of the peace of this 
place, on the complaint of Charles Buckland, charging J. Frank Willis with forgery and 
grand larceny.  The warrant was placed in the  hands of Sheriff Hanly, who at once 
proceeded to Denver and made the arrest and on Monday night started for 
Montezuma.  Officer and prisoner arrived on Wednesday and the hearing was called at 
2 o’clock p. m.  A continuance of one hour was granted for the defendant to procure 
counsel.  Mr. Willis expected Hon. J. L. Clark of Breckenridge to be present to conduct 
the defense.  Judge Wm. H. Abbett, of of Breckenridge, chanced to be in town and 
appeared for Mr. Willis, pending the arrival of Mr. Clark.  At four o’clock a further 
continuance was had until the stage with the counsel could arrive.  At half past nine the 
stage arrived, but no counsel.  Judge Abbett then conducted the defense.  The case was 
called at ten o’clock p. m., and was vigorously prosecuted by Judge De La Mar, of 
Chihuahua, and Major Hough of this place.  The defense as conducted by Judge Abbet 
was able and, as the result of the trial will show, very successful. 
 
The complaint showed that Willis had signed Buckland’s name in the receipting book of 
the postmaster and procured on the 5th day of June a valuable letter package containing 
a $2,000 draft.  The book shows that Willis signed the name of C. Buckland and then the 
letter W (for Willis).  The evidence further shoed that Willis opened the letter read it, 
and put it back in the envelope and forwarded it to Buckland in Denver.  Mr. Willis 
claimed that he was authorized by Buckland to open these letters, he being in 
Buckland’s employ.  Judge Abbett, immediately on the close of the case for the people, 
made a motion to dismiss the defendant.  The motion was ably argued and the justices 
decided to grant the motion, which act the defendant free without any evidence for the 
defense being taken.  Judge Abbett deserves great credit for the tact and skill shown in 
conducting the defense, because he had a hard fighter against him in Judge De La Mar 
and also in Major Hough.” 

 



 3 

1885, May 30 – Montezuma Millrun 
 “J. Frank Willis came over from Breckenridge Tuesday.”  
 
1886, July 31 – Montezuma Millrun 

“Deputy Sheriff Paul De La Mar and J. Frank Willis came over from Breckenridge 
Thursday.” 

 
1898, December 31 – Summit County Journal 

“The lessees, Messrs. Hardy & West, are highly gratified at the returns from an 8-ton 
shipment from the Alice A. group recently made to the Kilton sampler.  This group of 
claims is located on the west slope of Gibson hill in one of the richest lead territories of 
the district.” 

 
1900, May 12 – Summit County Journal 

“J. Frank Willis, one of our old-time miners and mine operators, after spending a 
pleasant winter in the state of New York, returned on Sunday afternoon, direct from the 
East.  In speaking of politics in the far East, Mr. Willis says that there is only one question 
earnestly figured upon, and that is the size of McKinley’s majority, and that in New York 
city bets can be picked up on the proposition that Bryan will not carry over eight states 
in the Union.” 

 
1901, March 9 – Summit County Journal 

“J. Frank Willis departed on last Sunday for New York city, whither he goes to consult 
with his mining partners.” 

 
1903, September 19 – Summit County Journal 

“Frank Willis marketed seven tons of good-grade ore this week from the Alice A. 
property, on Gibson hill.” 

 
1903, October 17 – Summit County Journal 

 “John Frank Willis Meets  
Death on a Lonely Trail. 

 This week the JOURNAL is called upon to record another death from heart failure.  John 
Frank Willis, aged about 45 years, who on last Monday forenoon was strong, happy and 
apparently healthy, was nothing but a corpse before the setting of the sun on that day.  
The call of death came without warning, and he obeyed it without a struggle. 

 
 For years Willis had been developing the Alice A. mine, on Gibson hill owned by 

himself and his cousin B. D. Hicks, of Brooklyn, N. Y.  The mine overlooks the town of 
Breckenridge, and, when at his home on the property, Mr. Willis could almost recognize 
the movements of his friends in town. 
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 Being single, he lived alone at the mine, and seldom made any more than weekly visits 
to the town, and then only to get his mail and supplies.  He seldom tarried in 
Breckenridge more than an hour or two at a time, and his entire life was methodical to 
the extreme.  He enjoyed being alone, and his eccentricities were often discussed by his 
acquaintances. 

 
 On last Monday he came to town, secured his mail from the postoffice, and transacted a 

number of minor business errand, all the time appearing in an unusually happy frame of 
mind.  His last purchase was a loaf of bread, which he carried under his arm.  He left for 
home by the trail route, or ‘short-cut,’ but he never reached his destination, which was 
only two miles distant. 

 
 Harry Simpson and Percy Kissick work at Willis’ mine.  On Tuesday they noted Willis’ 

absence, but they supposed he took a trip somewhere or stopped down town.  
Wednesday they became alarmed over his continued absence and instituted a search.  
That evening his body was found on the hillside, near where the trail crosses the Gold 
Run ditch.   

 
   The coroner was informed, and about 9 o’clock that night, with a dozen men and a 

team, proceeded to the scene of death.  Surroundings and circumstances went to prove 
that in climbing the hill Willis became fatigued, sat down to rest and toppled over dead.  
His cap was will on his head, the load of bread clinched under his arm, his clothing in 
perfect order and not a mark of bruise upon the body. 

 
 Then and there, in the woods, during the prevalence of a heavy snow storm, Dr. Condon 

impaneled a coroner’s jury, consisting of Fred Benson, William McBurney Jas. Bowe, J. 
W. McGinty, Wm. Perry and R. C. McKillip, which said jury returned a verdict of death 
from heart failure.   

 
 His relatives in the East have wired to have his remains temporarily buried here, and 

that later on they will be taken home for interment.  Funeral tomorrow afternoon at 2 
o’clock.   

 
 His mother survives him, and he was a brother of Congressman Willis of New York.   
 

Bishop Leonard of Salt Lake, conducted services at St. John’s church on Wednesday 
evening.” 

  
1903, October 17 – Breckenridge Bulletin 

“Drops Dead on way to his Cabin on Gibson Hill from Heart Failure. 
On Monday morning J. Frank Willis came down from his cabin on Gibson hill, expecting 
to return on that day and was seen by John Ford when he passed his cabin on the 
Lincoln road on his way back to Gibson hill and nothing was known of his doings after 
that time.   
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His absence on Monday night was not thought of by his cabin inmate, Percy Kissock, and 
on Tuesday evening Percy became somewhat anxious and still no search was instituted.  
On Wednesday Percy came to town and gave out word that Frank was missing and in 
the evening as soon as he heard of it, Harry Simpson took his lantern and started up the 
hill on what is known as the long trail and when he reached a point just above Gold Run 
ditch there he saw Willis lying on his face, having fallen uphill face downward.  His face 
was somewhat bruised by the fall but otherwise no signs of disfigurements were seen 
and his death must have been instant as it was apparent he had not moved after his fall.  
A large party, headed by County Coroner J. F. Condon, started at 8:30 to bring the body 
to the undertakers. 
 
Mr. Willis was forty-eight years old and has lived in this county for twenty-four years 
and has been a prominent mining man ever since his arrival here in 1879.  At first he 
operated around Montezuma but later came to Breckenridge, locating a number of 
valuable mining claims on Gibson hill which he was working at the time of his death 
having some are at the sampler which was lately taken out.   
 
His sudden death has shocked the whole community for he was well known and had a 
large circle of friends throughout the county.     
 
The funeral will take place this afternoon at 2:30, when the body will be temporarily 
buried at Valley-Brook. 
 
The following finding of the Coroner’s Jury, empaneled by Dr. Condon, was rendered on 
Wednesday and their decision was:  ‘Said Jurors upon their oaths do say that said J. 
Frank Willis came to his death from heart failure. 

  
Signed, Wm. Perry, Fred H. Benson, Wm. McBurney, J. W. McGinity, James Bowe, R. C. 
McKillip.’” 
 

1904, May 23 – Breckenridge Bulletin 
“On Tuesday Dr. C. H. Scott was appointed administrator of the estate of J. Frank Willis 
who was found dead last October on Gibson hill.” 
 

1913, June 6 – Summit County Journal & Breckenridge Bulletin 
“FILED FOR RECORD . . . 

Will—Benjamin D. Hicks to Alice A. Hicks, property of Gibson hill, in McKay district, 
known as the Willis property. 
 
Will—Alice A. Hicks to Frederick C. Hicks, et al.; same property as above.” 
 

1913, November 7 – Summit County Journal & Breckenridge Bulletin 
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“E. E. Miller is doing some prospecting on the Alice A. group on Gibson hill, adjoining 
the Standard mine.  He hopes to strike the same contact vein from which the Standard 
has shipped for several years.” 

 
1914, July 24 – Summit County Journal & Breckenridge Bulletin 

“E. E. Miller has placed a boiler and pump in the new mine shaft of the Alice A group on 
Gibson hill and will begin to unwater the property.  The shaft was sunk to catch the 
blanket vein from the Standard from which the Wrights shipped large tonnage of lead 
carbonate ore.  The water from the Standard workings drowned out the Alice A drift and 
it may be necessary to pump the water of the Standard workings down to the Alice A 
level before ore is mined.” 

 
1914, August 28 – Summit County Journal & Breckenridge Bulletin 

“E. E. Miller has succeeded in pumping out the seepage water which recently filled the 
workings of the Alice A. property on top of Gibson hill.  As soon as the mud has been 
cleaned up, the development towards the ore body, from which the Wrights are alleged 
to have removed a considerable quantity of ore, will proceed.  Under the efficient 
operation proposed by Lessee Miller, the property will soon be taking out carbonate ore 
again.  Of course, shipping will not be active until the lead market is again normal.” 
                                

1916, November 18 – Summit County Journal 
 “DELINQUENT TAX LIST . . . 
 1913-14-15 Chantilly, Wicklow, Alice A, Roslyn,  

Mineola, Wycenta Lodes   8352A  Alice A. Hicks Estate 
   Alice a. Mill Site, Improvements 8352B”  
 
1919, August 30 – Summit County Journal 

“TREASURER’S NOTICE . . . 
NOTICE IS HEREBY GIVEN that on the 19th day of December, A. D. 1916 the following 
described property, situate in the County of Summit and State of Colorado, to-wit: . . . 

 
 Chantilly, Wicklow, Alice A., Roslyn, Mineola and Wyenta Lodes, U. S. Survey No. 8352A. 
 
 Alice A. Mill Site, U. S. Survey No. 8352B. 
 
 And all improvements thereon situate. 
 

All the above described property being situate in the McKay Mining District was sold for 
the taxes for the years 1914 and 1915 and purchased by W. H. Briggle and C. W. 
Burnheimer, who hath made request upon the Treasurer of said County for notification 
as proved by law so that they become entitled to a deed. 
 
That the said premises were taxed for said years 1914 and 1915 in the name of Alice A 
Hicks Estate . . .” 


