
John Simpkins -The Desert Mystic 
by Raven Tennyson, Newsletter Writer 

 
     Living in the ghost town of Andrews, located in the remote vast 
desert between Steens Mountain and the Alvord Desert in Harney 
County, John Simpkins is the sole occupant and a contemplative 
acrylic folk artist.  
     His paintings are strongly influenced by the expansive openness 
of the “back of beyond” of eastern Oregon. He is a self-taught artist 
who adores animals and deeply cares for the Earth. His giant paint-
ings encompass special and unique encounters with desert wildlife 
such as a badger, deer, jackrabbit, and cougar.  
     “All the pieces have stories,” he says. “I see animals not sepa-
rately but as equals. I respect them.”  
     Deer Edward is a painting inspired from an intimate experience 
with a deer outside his window. Simpkins felt the deer was looking 
directly at him, reminding him of his former Zen teacher named 
Edward. This spiritual practice along with Byzantine icon painting, 
Buddhist art, and American primitivism strongly influences his art. 
     Living in a deserted ghost town, John devotes himself fully to 

his paintings.  
     Andries Fourie, the Museum’s curator of arts and commu-
nity engagement, questioned Simpkins during the program “A 
Conversation with John Simpkins” held at the Museum on No-
vember 8. “How is your work influenced by your environ-
ment?” inquired Fourie.  

Simpkins took a moment to contemplate the question. 
“The wind is a big factor, the dust, the emptiness, and the si-
lence. The varied weather, the extreme hot and cold has 
helped me to clarify my work,” said Simpkins.         

“These experiences get expressed in the painting. It’s the 
expression of life. A wind storm, a rainbow might get includ-
ed. It is my job to help it get expressed. Living in a ghost town 

cuts back on all the dis-
tractions and it allows me 
to listen to the one singu-
lar expression.” 
     In addition to direct relationships with animals and his ranching neigh-
bors, Simpkins frequents his dream world for imagery to use in his paint-
ings. He enjoys these images, treasures from his dreams. “I’m on the jour-
ney of not knowing, of being present or being here right now. I prefer to 
not have plans when I paint. I feel each painting is an adventure,” said 
Simpkins. 
     Simpkins told the sold-out audience about several of his adventures. 
One story he related was of a badger coming within five feet of him; he 
captured this image in one of his paintings on display. In addition to di-
rect observations and mystical experiences, Simpkins paints intuitively, 
following his inner guidance. “When I paint, I paint from my spirit, from 
what I believe to be true. I do a lot of sitting to allow these things to come 
through,” said Simpkins.  
 
 

 

  Andrews, Oregon. Image from Library of Congress. 

https://www.loc.gov/resource/hhh.or0478.photos/?sp=2
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Beyond Gold Mountain: The Archaeology of Oregon’s Chinese Immigrant Diaspora Lecture 
by Siobhan Sullivan, Newsletter Editor 

 
    This talk focused on the history of Chinese immigrants in Ore-
gon during the late 1800s and early 1900s.  Chelsea Rose, a histor-
ical archaeologist from Southern Oregon University Laboratory of 
Anthropology, presented findings on regional history, archaeologi-
cal discoveries, and the ways researchers are exploring the lives of 
early Chinese immigrants.  
     The first wave of Chinese migration to Oregon occurred in the 
1850s. Gold was discovered in southwestern Oregon and many 
people moved here to work in mines. The population of Chinese in 
Oregon increased dramatically as more gold was found. Many im-
migrants settled in 

Portland, Jacksonville, and the John Day area. The majority of 
these immigrants moved from four counties in the Guagdong 
province of southern China. Many moved away from China due to 
the Taiping Rebellion, famine, drought, and opium wars. 

The early immigrants worked in mines, canneries, railroad and 
road construction, canal construction, and agriculture. The sense 
of community was very important to them. The immigrants 
worked hard and sent home money they earned. Libraries and 
community centers were constructed with these funds in their 
home towns. This served as a status symbol, much as the wing of a 
hospital might be named for a benefactor today. 
 

This form of painting has many different kinds of visible signs and symbols which represent something 
greater. For example, to Simpkins a rainbow is a symbol of hope, optimism, and the beauty of nature.  

Rain is another symbol that represents hope, a gift, a blessing and the promise of fertility. As you stand and 
gaze at these paintings, search for the many symbols in Simpkin’s work and see his complete list of meanings 
for the symbols on the display. 

Simpkins is also influenced by the American folk art tradition by creating depth through overlapping sub-
jects and changing the “convention of scale” through unique proportions.  

Simpkins may work on one canvas for months adding design elements in layers as he gains inspiration. His 
works are on display in Schnitzer Hall. Come and enjoy the exhibit when you have time to sit, observe deeply, 
and marvel at the nuances and radiance of color, depth to the layers, and the beauty of their size. Maybe you’ll 
have your own unique inspiration! 

File photos 

Gin Lin Mine, Jackson County, Oregon 
Image from Oregon’s Chinese Heritage 
 
 

http://ochalp.blogspot.com/2014/08/jackson-county.html
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     Research into the lives of early Chinese immigrants is taking place 
on both sides of the Pacific Ocean. Buildings constructed in towns of 
the Guagdong province are being analyzed to uncover pieces of the 
puzzle. The buildings are a blend of Western and Eastern architectural 
styles. Clues related to things such as building techniques and food 
preparation can help unlock details in some of the historical sites 
found in Oregon. 
     Though the Chinese could establish successful businesses in the 
late 1800s, they were not accepted by everyone. In 1882 the Chinese 
Exclusion Act was enacted, and it was not repealed until 1943.  This 
Act limited who was allowed to come into the United States. It exclud-
ed laborers from entering the country. Some merchants and students 
were allowed in. However, they couldn’t bring their families with 
them. Those that stayed in Oregon had to face discriminatory taxes. 
For example, the tax on soap had a negative impact on laundry busi-
nesses. 
     Some Chinese residents of the time, such as Wah Chung of Ash-

land, helped the immigrants navigate their way around the Exclusion Act. He pretended several recent immi-
grants were his business partners at his Southern Pacific Railroad job. Others were not as fortunate. 

This lecture focused on work being undertaken on historical sites in Jacksonville, John Day, near Ash-
land, and in Malheur National Forest. Here are a few highlights from the research: 
 In Jacksonville the foundation of a Chinese house that burned to the ground in 1888 was recently un-

earthed.  The painstaking work of archaeologists revealed things like exactly where a china cabinet once 
stood based on the location of the artifacts.  

 Light detection and ranging (LIDAR) imagery is revealing where structures stood near the Kam Wah 
Chung State Heritage Site in John Day. This site is visited by so many, especially visitors from mainland 
China, that it is reaching capacity. Hundreds of Chinese lived there at one time. The LIDAR research, 

coupled with digs on site, will provide useful information 
when a new interpretive center is built. 
 LIDAR imagery was also used to locate the Buck Rock 
railroad tunnels near Ashland. Though never completed, re-
searchers found numerous artifacts in and around these tun-
nels. There are plans for the construction of an interpretive 
trail nearby. 
 Southern Oregon University is working in collaboration 
with the Forest Service, Oregon State Parks, and the Bureau 
of Land Management in finding important historical mine 
sites in Malheur National Forest. One site being studied dates 
back to 1870. The researchers were very excited to unearth a 

chimney. To them, it’s like opening a treasure 
chest full of artifacts. They found bones, plant 
material, and bits of metal.   
     If you are interested in becoming involved in 
researching this overlooked part of Oregon’s his-
tory, there are ways you can help. There is work 
that involves digging through records in search 
of pertinent information from your own home 
computer. If you prefer to dig at research sites, 
consider taking part in the Summer 2019 Chinese 
Mining Diaspora Archaeological Field School 
and PIT Project. Contact Chelsea Rose at 
rosec@sou.edu for more details. 

Photos by Siobhan Sullivan 

Uncle Sam kicks out the Chinaman, referring to 
the Chinese Exclusion Act.  Political cartoon from 
1886. 

https://oregonstateparks.org/index.cfm?do=parkPage.dsp_parkPage&parkId=5
https://oregonstateparks.org/index.cfm?do=parkPage.dsp_parkPage&parkId=5
mailto:rosec@sou.edu


Introducing Sara Langton, By Hand Through Memory Volunteer  
by Dave Gilbert, Newsletter Writer 

 

     If the High Desert Museum made a list of the most travelled volunteers with 
the most knowledge-hungry minds, it would be a long list, yes; but Sara Langton 
and her husband Jim would be near the top. 
     Sara has visited Yakutsk, Russia, one of the coldest places on earth. Then 
there are Australia, Iceland, and Scandinavia. About the time they retired, Sara 
and Jim walked coast to coast in England.  October found them cruising from 
Amsterdam to Budapest on the Rhine and Danube rivers. Often their travels take 
them to UNESCO world heritage sites.  
     The list goes on…and on. In most cases, more than 30 and counting, they 
were part of an Elderhostel or Road Scholar program with plenty of academic 
enrichment.  Next up?  Sedona, Arizona. 
     When Sara is in Bend, she most likely can be found in the By Hand Through 
Memory exhibit, encouraging visitors to learn more about the High Desert’s Na-
tive American heritage. 
     Sara was born in 1939.  Her parents owned a farm near Waveland, a small 
town in Montgomery County, Indiana.  Her father, William, died from polio 
when Sara was 5-years-old, and when she was 10, her mother, Elizabeth, married 
Vic Mahan, who took the family to Seward, Alaska. 

She lived in that small coastal city from the fourth grade through high school. She returned there each sum-
mer in her college years and has visited often since then.  
      “I thought it was a great place to live,” she says.  Sara smiles often, eyes sparkling beneath a short, healthy 
crop of naturally curly hair.  

Growing up, Sara worked a long list of jobs: baby-sitting, of course, but also at a movie theater, city hall, 
and a coffee shop on the Seward dock. 

After high school, she decided to go to the University of Puget Sound in Tacoma, studying Business with a 
minor in Literature.  That’s where she met Jim, also a volunteer at the High Desert Museum. 

“He had just left the Navy,” Sara says.  He asked a friend of mine for a date, but “she was taken and sug-
gested that he ask me instead.”  Jim did, and things moved fast.  

“Our first date was in April, 1961,” she said, “and we married in December.  We hit it off.”  She cracks 
another smile. 

Sara was working for banks at the time: Seattle First National before the wedding, SeaFirst afterward.  The 
new couple moved to Walla Walla where she again worked for a bank, and then as a stay-at-home mom, car-
ing for her first son, Scot, who is now the Deschutes County assessor.   

A couple of years later, the family moved to Beaverton, where a second son, Gary, was born.  Gary now 
lives in Longview. 

In January 2003, they moved to Bend.  The family had vacationed at Sunriver for a number of years, loved 
it, and decided to retire to this area.  “Within months, we became volunteers at the High Desert Museum,” Sara 
says. 

She started out as a greeter at the front desk and a lunchtime receptionist.  She also worked with the 
“Adopt an Animal” program, which she considered misleading.  

“Some people thought ‘adopting’ meant you could take the animals home,” she says.  “Maybe ‘sponsored’ 
would be better.”  

 For two or three years during her lunch hour, Sara answered calls coming in on the old telephone system. 
Then, “for a time,” she met Museum guests in the Desertarium. 

“I enjoyed handling the rubber boa and the tortoises” she says, this time grinning.  She remembers a group 
of Japanese girls whom she coaxed to touch the rubber boa.  “They did, tentatively, and giggled a lot,” she 
says.  “They were entranced by touching the snake.” 

Now Sara devotes her time mostly to the By Hand Through Memory exhibit, which she thinks leaves a 
deep impression on many guests.  She remembers one young woman who brought a group of Native American 
children to the exhibit. 

“Many guests comment on what we did to the native people,” Sara says.  “They often express sorrow.” 
“I enjoy meeting guests,” she says. “So many people comment on the power of their experience here.” 
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A Night of Fright and Fun at All Hallows Eve! 
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Season’s Greetings  

and Happy New Year 

from the  

Newsletter Team 



2018 2018 

 

High Desert 
Museum, Inc. 
59800 S. Highway 97 
Bend, OR 97702 

 December  

5 Holiday Luncheon & Cookie/White Elephant Exchange. 11:30 
am—1:30 pm. RSVP to Shannon Campbell at scamp-
bell@highdesertmuseum.org  

6 Museum Event: Still Here: Native Artists’ Reflections in Their 
Art and Heritage. 6:00—7:30 pm. $7, members 20% off. Café 
open from 5:00—6:00 pm. Registration and pre-payment re-
quired. 

8 Thorn Hollow String Band. Holiday music. 11:00 am—2:00  pm. 

8 Father Christmas. 11:00 am—3:00  pm. 

8 Museum Workshop: Sketching Raptors with Artist Ian Fac-
tor. 10:00 am—1:00 pm. $25, members 20% off. Registration 
and pre-payment required. 

11 VAC meeting. 2:00 pm. All volunteers welcome! 

11  Museum Event: Natural History Pub: Native Fish.7:00 pm 
(doors open at 5:30 pm). Free. RSVP. 

15 Museum Workshop: Conservation Photography. 10:00 am—
3:00 pm. $150, members 20% off. Registration and pre-
payment required. 

15 Museum Workshop: Wind Energy. 10:00 am—12:00 pm. 
$15, members 20% off. Registration and pre-payment required. 

25 Museum Closed. 

  

 To RSVP:  www.highdesertmuseum.org/rsvp  
or  call 541-382-4754.  
To pre-register: www.highdesertmuseum.org/program  

  

 January - Save the Date!  

8 Off-site Event: Natural History Pub: The Spread of Juni-
per.7:00 pm (doors open at 5:30 pm). Free. At McMenamins, 
700 NW Bond St., Bend. RSVP. 

12 Thorn Hollow String Band. 11:00 am—2:00  pm. 

15 VAC meeting. 2:00 pm. All volunteers welcome! 
16 Museum Event: Common Ground: Our Role in Stewarding 

our Natural Resources. 6:00 pm. $7, members 20% off. 
Doors open at 5:30 pm. Registration and pre-payment re-
quired.  

19 Off-site Field Trip: Winter Raptors (Weather Permitting). 
8:00 am—3:00 pm. $50, members 20% off. Registration and 
pre-payment required. 

19 Museum Event: Museum & Me. 4:00—7:00 pm. Free for 
individuals, friends, & family. RSVP. 

19 Museum Event: Mining Day. 11:00 am—3:00 pm. Museum 
admission plus $2 per miner. 

20 Exhibit Closing. By Her Hand: Native American Women, 
Their Art, and the Photographs of Edward S. Curtis. 

24 Members Exhibit Preview: Rick Bartow: Things You Know 
But Cannot Explain. 5:30—7:30 pm. Members free, guests 
$5. Hors d’oeuvres, no host bar. RSVP. 

26 Free Day. 10:00 am—4:00  pm. 

26 Exhibit Opening. Rick Bartow: Things You Know But Can-
not Explain.  

31 Museum Event: The World of Rick Bartow. 6:00—7:00 pm. 
$7, members 20% off. Registration and pre-payment re-
quired. 

http://www.highdesertmuseum.org/rsvp
http://www.highdesertmuseum.org/program

