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Many of the 

pioneering photographers 

who worked in Arizona 

and the West left 

ephemeral trails of letters, 

articles, and stories telling 

the tale of their lives and 

work. George H. Rothrock 

came to California as a 

teenager, later engaging in 

a twenty-five-year 

photographic career that 

produced a body of 

hundreds of cartes-de-

visites, cabinet cards, 

stereographs, and 

mounted photographs that 

document the height of the 

Apache conflicts and the 

development of Arizona 

Territory in the last 

quarter of the nineteenth- 

century. His career, like 

those of most of his peers, 

followed a varied path of 

travel, adventures, 

tribulations, and 

coincidental meetings 

across California, 

Arizona, and the West. 

These experiences 

changed and shaped him, as he created a photographic legacy of his life 

and times.  

George H. Rothrock was born on March 31, 1843, in Jefferson 

City, Missouri. The eldest son of German emigrants George Rothrock 

and Louisa Frisch, he spoke both German and English. When gold fever 

hit in 1849, Rothrockôs father headed west to California. His first trip 
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was overland on foot, by the southern route through Arizona. The party 

had all their animals stolen by hostile Indians, but met friendly Pima and 

Maricopa at the Maricopa Wells stage stop. Likely, young George and 

his two younger sisters heard tales of the Arizona territory from their 

father as he traveled back and forth to Missouri over the next five years.  

Although Georgeôs father had traveled to California twice by land 

and once by boat out of New Orleans, when he chose to move his family 

of five, he booked passage to from New York at the then-staggering cost 

of almost $3,000 on the steamship George Law in September 1854. The 

first leg of the trip to Panama was brutal and the family and other 

passengers were constantly seasick. The weather was so rough that the 

ship was heavily damaged. After limping back to New York, it was 

rebuilt and renamed the Central America. This is the ship that only a few 

years later, in 1857, sank off the Carolinas in a hurricane, along with 578 

passengers and tons of gold ingots, coins, nuggets, and dust en route 

from California to New York.1  

While not as tragic as the voyage of the Central America, the 

Rothrocksô trip was nonetheless difficult. The family was separated 

during the overland crossing of Panama and the children were feared lost 

before a tearful reunion, as the natives carrying the children across the 

isthmus finally appeared in the middle of the night.   

The family regrouped and took the steamer John L. Stevens up the 

Baja California coast to San Francisco. After a brief stay in the Bay City, 

the Rothrocks continued on the riverboat to Sacramento, then traveled on 

the Governor Dane to Marysville, where Georgeôs father had purchased 

a ranch. The family obtained cuttings from local pioneer John Sutter to 

start a vineyard and orchard.  

At age eighteen, in 1861, George Rothrock left home and took a job 

as a ranch hand in nearby Colusi, California. After a few months, 

Rothrock caught the gold fever and decided to try his hand at mining in 

Nevada. He changed his mind en route, however, and sidetracked to 

Woodbridge, on the Mocklumne River, where he stopped and took a job-

herding hogs. After being inundated in a Christmas flood on the small 

farm, George decided to move onðfirst, fifteen miles to Stockton 

(ñwading knee deep, waist deep, and sometimes swimming ere we got 

thereò) and then on to San Francisco by riverboat. 

Hearing that the government was hiring teamsters to drive from Los 

Angeles to Yuma, Rothrock left San Francisco on the steamship Senator 

on February 1, 1862. After another rough tripðñone of the worst 

experiences I ever had on the ocean . . . the storm destroyed two or three 

staterooms, tore the pilot house to shreds, leaving only the wheel,ò 

according to Georgeðthe pilot found safe harbor at Santa Cruz Island 

until the bulk of the storm blew past, before continuing on to San Pedro.  

Soon after landing, George found that the government no longer 

needed teamsters. However, he eventually fell in with a young Jewish 

merchant looking for a partner who spoke some Spanish. The pair 



quickly sold out ñseveral trunks of shoddy goods from San Franciscoò at 

a profit that far exceeded their expectations. George declined the offer of 

a continued partnership and, instead, walked to Los Angeles, which was 

then only a small settlement consisting mainly of saloons and gambling 

houses. 

Once again, Rothrock sidetracked into a new career, this time hiring 

on with two miners to help work the Soledad mines on the Santa Clara 

River. Dreaming of millions to come, George turned down an offer of 

$5,000 for one of his first claims. Instead, he bought a lot and built a 

house in nearby Ravenna City. From there, he explored the surrounding 

countryside and spent time working other mining claims in Inyo County 

and at the Laurel Hill camp in the Mesquite Mining District. After 

Indians killed two teamsters at nearby Walker Pass, and a major mine 

cave-in of which he had had a premonition, George returned to Ravenna 

City. 

Restless again after almost three years in one place, and abandoning 

his claims as worthless, Rothrock traveled through Los Angeles and back 

to the Santa Clara area, where he visited friends living on a ranch on the 

Cienega. He then continued north and east, back through Walker Pass, to 

Mono Lake and Aurora, en route to Carson City, Nevada, where he once 

again worked briefly on a ranch. The cold Nevada winter convinced 

George to return to California just after the November 1864 elections. He 

stopped in Sacramento before moving on to the Tacuyo Ranch in Kern 

Countyôs Tejon Canyon. Rothrock initially hired on as a ranch hand, but 

was soon promoted to foreman.  

Once again, the need to travel struck George. This time he followed 

a lead south to the Cuyama Ranch in San Diego County. Soon after his 

arrival, Georgeôs father contacted him, asking George to return home so 

that the elder Rothrock could make a trip back to Missouri. Eleven days 

later, George was in Marysville to watch the family ranch while his 

father was away. 

When his father returned a few months later, George packed up and 

headed back to San Francisco. This time, he became involved in plans to 

start a cotton farm in Bakersfield. Dispatched to hire a crew of ñ9 

Chinamen,ò Rothrock suffered a tragic accident when he was pulled 

under the freight wagon carrying supplies, severely breaking his leg. 

When he had recovered, Rothrock built an adobe house near Fort Tejon, 

and once again abandoned farming, this time opening a store that sold 

goods to local farmers and sheepherders. His customers included Charles 

King, who later became famous as a ñfarmer, cattle-breeder, butcher, 

wool grower, and lumbermanò and was elected to the California 

Assembly from Humbolt County.2 

At about this time, Rothrock received word that his father had died, 

and returned to the family ranch in Marysville to settle the meager estate. 

While there, he experienced his first exposure to photography, taking 

lessons in the wet-plate process from a one-legged Cherokee Flat 



photographer named Baker (possibly Edward W. Baker of Placerville).3 

George eventually returned to Bakersfield, where he worked as a 

clerk in George B. Chesterôs store. Photography, however, remained on 

his mind and he soon he met and formed a partnership with William 

Houghton. The pair bought a lot and built a photographic gallery. The 

business folded in October 1875, when Rothrock became ill and was 

advised to recuperate in Tehachapi. While working as a grain salesman 

for the Kern River Land Company, he met yet another local 

photographer, William J. Young.  

Young had operated the first Daguerreian galleries in Susanville, 

California, in the 1850s. As an itinerant photographer in the decades that 

followed, he had opened studios in California and Idaho. Rothrock and 

Young became friends, and then photographic partners. At the time 

Young met Rothrock, he had been corresponding with a Mr. Keller from 

Visalia about opportunities in nearby Arizona Territory. The three 

gathered some supplies, which they loaded aboard two wagons. Then, 

with a few other local residents, they left for Los Angeles on their way to 

Yuma. En route, Rothrock and Young set up their tent as itinerant 

photographers at San Juan Capistrano and San Louis Rey missions.  

Arriving eventually at Yuma virtually penniless and in a ñdepressed 

mood,ò the two photographers determined to explore other parts of 

Arizona. But first, they set up their photographic tent and produced 

images that included several cabinet views of the dirt streets and adobe 

buildings that comprised the little town along the Colorado River.  

 

 
Figure 2. Colorado River Steamboats at Yuma Landing ca 1876 

Collection of the Author 
Before long, the partners moved a few miles upriver to Ehrenberg. 

By this time, Rothrock and Young had ordered enough equipment from 

San Francisco to field two photographic outfits. Their stock included one 

tent, two 8 x 10 cameras, and a number of lenses and miscellaneous 

supplies. Rothrock traveled with one outfit up the Colorado to Fort 



Mojave, where he made stereographs, including one of the new water 

works. He described July 4 at the army post as ñthe hottest day of my 

life.ò4 

 

     
Figure 3. Manuscript inventories of Young and Rothrock photographic equipment ca 1876   
Collection of the Author 

 
Young, meanwhile, moved on to Phoenix, where he bought lumber and a 

lot, and built what may have been the first photographic studio in the 

growing town. Young saw promise in the new territory and described for 

his wife the opportunities he planned to pursue: 

I think the Mines in this vicinity will beat the Big Bonanzas. I 

like the prospects here [Arizona] better than expected. Yuma 

is better for me than any place in Cal. And now I think I like 

this [Phoenix] better. I see a chance to make a business out of 

one of the following 

Photo for 3 months a year 

School teacher - $100 per mo for 8 months 

Soda fountain 

Can start a paper5 

At the same time, Rothrock continued east by freight wagon from 

Fort Mojave to the mining town of Mineral Park, where he stayed until 

October making a number of stereographs of the emerging town and of 

the areaôs mines and native population. He then moved on to Prescott, 

stopping briefly to make views of the town, before finally reuniting with 

Young at Phoenix. The partners next proposed to make a ñtour of 

Arizona in the photo lines,ò documenting the forts, mines, and growing 

communities. They hoped to create a body of work that they could sell in 

the prosperous times Young predicted for Arizona. Although Rothrock 

was, in his partnerôs estimation, ñconsiderably embued [sic] with the 

wanderlust,ò he agreed to stay on and work with Young.  

Tragically, Young, whose lungs were delicate from a history of 



tuberculosis, caught a severe cold while working outdoors improving his 

ranch. The illness quickly progressed to pneumonia and he passed away 

within a week, on November 28, 1876. In a letter to Youngôs wife in 

California, Rothrock provided the story of Williamôs time in Arizona, his 

illness, and his unfortunate demise. George also included an inventory of 

their photographic outfits and offered to help her dispose of the gear, 

along with Williamôs Phoenix property. Rothrock mentioned the 

necessity of raising money to pay for Youngôs funeral expenses and 

other bills. ñI am quite a stranger here myself,ò he explained. ñWhen I 

came here a few weeks ago, we had scarce money enough to pay my 

freight bill. . . . there are some accounts out-standing . . . that he did 

photo work for a man to do some plowing, another for pigs, another for 

lumber, tools, etc.ðall of which might have been collected and been 

useful had he lived, but I have not a dollar to pay expenses. I therefore 

propose to use [the photographic] apparatus & chemicals, stock etc. until 

I can make enough to buy them as I am dependent upon them for my 

living, and it is my desire to do as well for you as I can.ò 

Rothrock initially tried to sell the lumber left over from con-

struction of the photographic studio to raise funds. Unable to find a 

buyer, he eventually used the material to build for himself the first 

wooden (as opposed to the typical adobe) house in Phoenix. He erected 

the 10" x 12" dwelling under the shade of Cottonwood trees on the south 

side of Adams, between Center and First streets.   

Rothrock 

was determined to 

complete the 

photographic tour 

he had planned 

with Young before 

his partnerôs 

untimely death. 

After settling most 

of the issues 

related to Youngôs 

estate, George 

began preparing 

for the expedition. 

In May of 1877, he 

set out on the first leg of the trip, traveling from Phoenix, through the 

Pima reservation, to Sacaton, then on to Florence and to Camp Lowell 

outside Tucson.  

Rothrock produced a significant series of stereograph images of 

Arizona during this and his later excursions across the territory. The 

earliest were produced on 2 ½" x 7" green mounts. Later, he switched to 

the larger 3 ½" x 7" mount size, using orange, and occasionally gray, 

yellow, or buff mounts with printed imprints and manuscript captions. At 

Figure 4. Rothrock house in Phoenix ca 1878.           
Courtesy of Arizona Historical Foundation 

 



least twenty-one color and mount imprint variants have been identified to 

date. Although no comprehensive listing exists, projections of caption 

numbers from extant views identified to date suggest that Rothrock 

produced more than 250 individual titles, along with unknown hundreds 

of cabinet cards and mounted photographs during his twenty-five-year 

photographic career in Arizona.  

Rothrockôs first major stop was in Florence, where he photographed 

the main street. He noted that the children of Florence, ñin all stages of 

smallpox, but none fatal until I left there,ò used his tent as a playground. 

 

Figure 5. Stereograph of Rothrock at Pima Station with detail showing Rothrock 
dressed in black at center of image ca 1877 
Courtesy Arizona Historical Foundation  
 

After camping nearby overnight, on March 10, 1877, Rothrock 

made his first views of the Casa Grande ruins. He found plenty of wood 

to build a campfire and examined the graffiti signatures of early Arizona 

pioneers Pauline Weaver (1836) and J. Ross Browne (1853). When he 

returned years later, in 1891, the wood had disappeared and a Mr. John 

Jones and a Mr. William Williams had inscribed their names over those 

of Weaver and Brown. 

On March 13, Rothrock wrote to Mrs. Young from Florence. In a 

letter heavily stained with silver nitrate that darkened with exposure to 

light, he explained: ñWhen I got your letter of the [Feb.] 25th I was again 

en route on a photographic trip to the noted and before mentioned óCasa 

Grandeô on the Gila River down river from here.ò He promised to send 

her images that, ñalthough not very good specimens of artistic skillðyet 

as they are of such a rare, curious item they may be of some interest to 

you.ò  

Rothrock also referred to his ongoing discussion with Mrs. Young 

regarding disposition of her husbandôs photographic equipment: 

I am sorry that you failed in setting a price on goods and of course I feel a delicacy 

in setting a price myself. The very reason that I proposed to take it was that it is 

utterly impossible to sell here as there are but two galleries in the Territory, one in 

Tucson [Rodrigo/Buehman], another in Prescott [Mitchell, formerly 

Williscraft/Flanders]. Both of which are more than supplied in apparatus [sic]. I 



myself could work without them. Some items have been included strictly out of 

some memory and as a friend, and to send to Cal would cost near as much as could 

be realized from them. Hence my proposition as I wish to make it the best I can for 

you. In order to facilitate value [I] will give a brief description of some of the 

items: 

Sciopticon (Marcyôs) New 

Slidesðnearly all good 

Tentðvery much worn with wind and rain before leaving Phoenix 

Headrestðcommon 

8-10 camera Boxðcheapðold 

1-½ size camera boxðcheapðnew 

View Lens, Globe (Fetz [sic]) good 

8-10 portrait lens (Peerless) fair 

Small lensðHarrison 

Bath glass (German) 

Field Standðcommon old 

8-10 Burnisher 

Hope you may be able to set price with this assistance.
6

  

Rothrockôs next stopped at Fort McDowell. Arriving on April 1, he 

photographed the fort and grounds, as well as the officers, wives, and 

pioneering women who braved dangerous times while stationed there. 

His subjects included Capt. and Mrs. Henry Kendall, Capt. and Mrs. 

Augustus Corliss, as well as Mr. Cunningham and Miss Taylor. Another 

stereograph shows a picnic, with armed soldiers protecting the group at a 

temporary camp near the fort, and Rothrockôs photographic wagon 

partially hidden behind a cactus at the right of the image. Interestingly, a 

larger format photograph of the same individuals and setting, obviously 

taken at the same time, was later marketed by noted California 

photographer Carleton Watkins on a boudoir cabinet mount. Since the 

subject pre-dates Watkinsôs 1880 visit to Arizona for the Southern 

Pacific Railroad, he likely acquired the image from Rothrock. Despite 

the inventory indicating that Rothrock owned a large-format camera, this 

is a rare example of a larger-than-stereo image produced during this era, 

particularly during Rothrockôs field excursions.7   

George also photographed the famous ñGiant Saguaro,ò five miles 

from Fort McDowell. The strange Serious Gigantus were little known 

outside the territory and images of large, many-armed cacti, and of other 

unusual regional flora, were the most popular and widely distributed 

stereo and cabinet photo images of Arizona during this era. The 

legendary saguaro near the fort was tremendousðbetween 50 and 60 feet 

tall, with more than fifty arms or ñbranches.ò  



Rothrock returned to Phoenix in late April, photographing other 

large cacti near the head gates of the Arizona Canal and south of 

Telegraph Pass while en route from Fort McDowell. The first leg of his 

trip had been a success, so he bought a team and wagon and prepared to 

undertake a larger photographic expedition through Arizona Territory. 

Rothrock left Phoenix in late May 1877, traveling back through Sacaton 

and Florence to Fort Lowell and Rillito near Tucson, finally camping at 

the San Xavier mission. Papago (Tohono Oôodham) Indians who lived 

nearby helped him set up his darkroom behind the church altar. San 

Xavier was an Arizona icon and, next to cacti and the Grand Canyon, 

one of its most popular photographic subjects. The mission is well-

represented in Rothrockôs stereographic portfolio, with a number of 

interior and exterior views made on this and later trips.  

From Tucson, Rothrock proceeded to Fort Grant. His timing was 

impeccable, arriving in August 1877, at the same time that William H. 

Bonney, also known as Billy the Kid, was at the fort. Rothrock met Billy, 

who quickly departed for New Mexico after killing his first man, Frank 

ñWindyò Cahill.8 

The late 1870s were treacherous times to explore the Arizona 

Territory. Apaches and robbers controlled many of the roads. Hold-ups 

and raids on ranches and mines occurred far too frequently, with reports 

of depredations filling local and national newspapers. Apaches under 

Geronimo had left the reservation and, as a result, even everyday travel 

posed a dangerous challenge. Word of the murder of a mail rider near 

Fort Bowie drew Rothrock to explore and photograph the area around 

Apache Pass. He passed the wagon of the murdered carrier alongside the 

road. During his three-week stay, he photographed the fort and grounds, 

as well as soldiers and scouts in the field. 
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wagon at right) ca 1877 Collection of the Author 



 
Figure 8. Apache Scouts in parade ground at Fort Bowie in Apache Pass ca 1877 
Collection of the Author 

Rothrockôs next stop was the Mormon community of Solomonville 

that was forming near the Indian settlement of ñPueblo Viejoò in Graham 

County. As an example of how small social circles were in the West at 

the time, one of the few dozen Solomonville residents turned out to be 

Dan Hughes, a friend of Rothrockôs from Bakersfield. 

 

 
Figure 8. Apache Scouts in parade ground at Fort Bowie in Apache Pass ca 1877  
Collection of the Author 

 
After a brief stop, Rothrock continued on to the newly established 

San Carlos reservation. At the height of the conflict with Geronimo and 

Chiricahua Apache, he photographed ñration dayò for the Indians who 

remained on the reservation. He also made individual and group portraits 

of scouts and Apache police, along with many of the important figures at 

San Carlos.  

In particular, he took a stereograph portrait of the Pinal Aravaipa-

Pinal Apache chief Eskiminzin, who had survived the infamous Camp 


