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Where is St. Thomas?  Where was St. Thomas?

Probably best known as a town that disappeared beneath the rising waters of Lake Mead in 1938, 
only to reappear almost 70 years later when the lake’s level fell.    

One of a number of small Mormon agricultural settlements on the Muddy River that was first 
scouted by Mormons sent from Fort Clara, Utah in 1857 and 1858 including Jacob Hamblin, 
Dudley Leavitt, Ira Hatch, Samuel Knight and Thales Haskell, while on their way to “monitor 
the progress” of the United States Army steamboat expedition up the Colorado, under the 
command Lieutenant Joseph C. Ives.   
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Ruins of St. Thomas School (2010)

St. Thomas School (1936)
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Men on Raft in St. Thomas (1939)

Gentry Hotel St. Thomas (1936)
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 Hoover (1930), Boulder (1935), Hoover (1947) Dam 
with power plant and power lines (1950s)
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Steamboat Explorer from “The Colorado River of the West” Lieutenant Ives (1857)

First Lieutenant Joseph C. Ives published the findings of his detailed exploration and survey of 
the lower Colorado River to the Secretary of War in 1861.  The expedition was funded in the 
summer of 1857, at the height of the Utah War.  The journey, by steamboat, up the Colorado was 
commenced in late November the same year.  It took only eight days to reach the “head of 
navigation” where the “Virgen” joins the Colorado.  

Ives company scouted out terrain for a roadway that would connect from the river to the 
“Mormon road” which extended from San Bernardino, California to Santa Clara, Utah via a few 
scattered Mormon outposts including “the Vegas” (latter Las Vegas).  The expedition confirmed 
the navigability of the Colorado and the belief that it could be an economical avenue for the 
transportation of supplies to various military posts in Utah and New Mexico.  It also found that 
the region while of the highest interest from a scientific point of view “and presenting natural 
features whose strange sublimity is perhaps unparalleled in any part of the world--(but) is not of 
much value.  Most of it uninhabitable, and a great deal of it is impassable.”      
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Black Canyon of the 
Colorado (1857)

Ives party kept 
detailed records of the 
flora, fauna and native 
tribes they 
encountered along the 
way.  They made 
hydrographic, 
barometric and 
meteorological 
measurements.  The 
geology, the 
topography and the 
geography were the 
subject of numerous 
illustrations that 
accompanied their 
report to the war 
department.  
Additionally, they 
maintained a journal 
detailing the events of 
the journey and the 
information they 
received from the 
other they met, local 
Indians and the 
Mormons already 
living in the area.   
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St. Thomas was claimed by five U. S. Territories and States during its existence.

The State of Deseret (1850)

The Mormons first application to the United States was for the State of Deseret which extended 
to the Pacific Ocean, was bounded on the south by the Gila River, on the east by the Continental 
Divide, on the west by the Sierra Nevada mountain range and extended northward to include all 
land that didn’t drain into the Snake River.  By the mid 1850s, there were Mormon outposts in 
San Bernardino, Tucson and Carson City.    
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The Western Territories of the United States (1854)

Utah Territory was organized by an Act of Congress in 1850 and Brigham Young was appointed 
its first governor in 1851.  The future St. Thomas was located in Santa Anna, County, New 
Mexico in 1852 (pale green).  Note that Washington County, Utah extends from the Continental 
Divide on the east to the California line on the west.   

St. Thomas, Nevada 
May 2014



Southwestern United States Map (1861)

St. Thomas remained a part of New Mexico when the territories of Nevada and Colorado were 
organized in 1861.  Note the depiction on this map of Arizona which was claimed as a part of the 
Confederate States of America from 1861, until the conclusion of the Civil War, in 1865.
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   Southwestern United States Map (1865)

At the conclusion of the Civil War, Arizona and New Mexico were divided along the 109th 
meridian, as they are today, and St. Thomas was located in Mojave County, Arizona.  Mormons 
were called to the Muddy Mission (for the Muddy River a tributary to the Rio Virgen) by 
Brigham Young, where they were expected to grow cotton and other semi-tropical fruits.  Note 
that Nevada’s boundary with Utah has been shifted east.  The State of Nevada was admitted to 
the Union in 1864.  

In late 1865, Pah-Ute County, Arizona was created from the northern portion of Mojave County 
with the county seat located at Callville, a Mormon settlement that had been established by 
Anson Call, James Whitmore, A.M. Cannon and Jacob Hamblin in 1864.  Callville was located 
on the Colorado River to provide a landing for immigrating Mormon converts, who would make 
their way by sea from Europe via Panama and the Gulf of California, where they would travel by 
steamboat up the Colorado River, as Lieutenant Ives had done with his expedition in 1857.      
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Map of Utah and Nevada (1867)

The northwestern most corner of Arizona Territory was ceded to the State of Nevada in 1866.  
The next year the county seat of Pah-Ute County, Arizona was transferred to St. Thomas, the 
largest of seven Mormon settlements on the Muddy.  But... by 1867, St. Thomas was no longer in 
Arizona... it was now part of Lincoln County, which was created by the Nevada State Legislature 
that same year.

      

St. Thomas, Nevada 
May 2014



Approximate Area of Rio Virgen County, Utah 

Adding to an already confusing situation, the Utah Territorial Legislature had approved an Act to 
create Rio Virgen County in 1864, before Brigham Young had called Mormons to the Muddy 
Mission.  In 1869, Rio Virgen County, Utah was voted into existence.  Since St. Thomas and the 
other Muddy settlements were populated almost exclusively by Mormons from Utah, they chose 
to recognize Rio Virgen County and its locally elected officials rather than those sent from 
Lincoln County.  They also paid their taxes to Utah.  

Lincoln County and the State of Nevada made tax assessments and tax levies in the Mormon 
communities in 1868 and 1869 that went unpaid.  It should be noted that Nevada demanded 
payment in gold coin, while Utah accepted “payment in kind”, which could be livestock, dairy 
products, or other crops.  An 1870 boundary line survey was made verifying Nevada’s claim to 
the land.      
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Brigham Young visited the Muddy Mission settlements in early 1870 and advised the Mormons 
to abandon their homes and farms due to the combination of political and physical difficulties, 
particularly the devastating summer heat.  One caretaker resident was to remain behind in each 
community.  

In early 1872, the Utah Territorial 
Legislature, repealed the legislation 
which had created Rio Virgen County, 
Utah.  By then most of the Muddy’s 
750 settlers had departed, many for 
Orderville in Kane County, Utah and 
others for settlements along the Little 
Colorado in Arizona.    

Daniel Bonelli and his wife chose to stay.  They continued to farm in St. Thomas, even after they 
established a ferry at the junction of the Colorado and Virgin rivers (then called Rioville instead 
of Callville).  The slightly stubborn, Swiss immigrant Bonelli always maintained that “the 
(Mormon) Church had left him, and not the other way round.”  
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Daniel Bonelli Biography in Salt Lake Herald
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Topographic Map of the St. Thomas Area (1886)

St. Thomas’ strategic location at the convergence of the Muddy and the Virgin rivers insured its 
prominence as time passed.  The agricultural base of the community transitioned with the 
emergence of the Gold Butte mining district east the Virgin River in the 1880s.  The San Pedro, 
Las Vegas and Salt Lake Railroad built a spur to St. Thomas in 1908.  The improved accessibility 
to markets made the production of fruit and vegetable crops profitable for the first time.  The 
Grand Gulch mine had existed before the railroad came and was part of the reason for its 
construction.  
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Marysvale, Utah to Barstow, 
California Railroad Proposal (1894)

An interesting proposal to extend the 
Denver, Rio Grande and Western 
Railroad from the mines in Marysvale 
all the way to California was 
considered briefly in the late 1890s.  
The alignment was chosen to 
maximize the scenic beauty of the trip, 
while connecting known and potential 
mining districts along the way.   

Map of Nevada, Utah, Arizona
and California (1891)

Note that St. Thomas is the 
only town shown in Southern
Nevada.  
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Map of the Arrowhead Trail between Las Vegas and Mesquite (1917)

St. Thomas survived the coming of the railroad but became an early victim of the automobile 
age, when it was bypassed by the Automobile Club of Southern California’s mapmaker.  A 1920 
effort to construct an improved highway through St. Thomas and Bunkerville came too late to 
influence the motoring public.  St. Thomas enjoyed little of the tourist traffic and only had one 
small hotel in 1936. 
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St. Thomas at the edge of a receding Lake Mead (2012)
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St. Thomas Remains (2012)
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St. Thomas Remains with School House at lower left (2012)
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Map of Northern Arizona (1873)

Map of Northern Arizona (2010)

Comparison of the two maps shows 
a significant error in the location and 
shape of the Colorado River by the 
1873 cartographer who wouldn’t 
have had access to John Wesley 
Powell’s information that was first 
published in 1875, but would have 
been familiar with Lieutenant Ives 
1861 maps.  Also, note the proposed 
location of the Atlantic and Pacific 
Railroad across Arizona.   
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