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Two towering mesquite trees stretch their arms across the face of what appears to be a pile of 
chopped firewood. What looks like a stock of winter warmth is actually a more than 100-year-
old home constructed of mud and rock.

Decades ago, Jack Swilling and his family lived within these walls. Swilling held numerous 
occupations -- gold rusher, military man and business man -- before he founded the city of 
Phoenix. He discovered the irrigation advantages the canals offered and the settlement soon 
sprouted. Swilling eventually wanted another adventure and moved his family farther north.

The dwelling’s remains in Black Canyon City rest in a desert landscape, hidden behind a veil of 
Sonoran Desert fauna. Dense green shrubbery camouflages the Swilling home. The front 
entrance is obscured by broken wood, an iron wheel and a growth of desert trademarks; leaving 
the back doorway as a more suitable access point. Inside, a barrage of knick-knacks are scattered 
in the corners among the foliage and cacti that have taken root there. 

The roof has disappeared just like its former occupants. An old, red gas lamp hangs within a 
window space and a table rests slanted on its broken legs. Two weathered trunks sit side by side; 
one a faded blue, the other rickety wood. Bob and Susan Marley, who own the property, don’t 
know whose belongings these once held because they find such antiques on their mountain and 
hillside hikes. When they rake, they also find relics they believe to have come from a farm’s tack 
room or a building where horses were kept.

“There is a lot of stuff under the ground here, it’s just a matter of finding it,” says Bob. “It’s not 
hard to find pieces such as horseshoe nails…some old tools.”

Across the front yard, within the glare of summer sunlight, a tea dispenser sits on the front porch 
of the Marley’s private residence. A set of wind chimes dangles from above. The Marleys 
acquired the property after the original owner noticed them hiking in the nearby river bottom 
searching for the pioneer’s home. According to Bob, the owner ushered them over to the house 
and mentioned that she was actually trying to sell the home. Bob and Susan wanted a house 
outside the city and purchased the property that housed the Swilling house.

“I think [the Swilling house] a very important thing to the community,” says Robert Cothern, the 
President of Black Canyon City Community Association. “Jack Swilling was an important 
pioneer in Arizona.” 

He says a few visitors know of the house because “being such a small community, people think 
nothing important or famous is there.” 

Cothern, who visited the rock cabin, says most are shocked when they hear about it. 

“When I went...it was a little bit larger than the miner’s cabins, but the knowledge that it was 



Jack Swilling’s cabin, there is a different feeling when you’re inside because it was an Arizona 
pioneer who did so much for the community,” he says. “Kind of gives the feeling of pride 
standing in his cabin in our town.”

Neal Du Shane, the founder and president of the Arizona Pioneer and Cemetery Research 
Project, has visited the Swilling House while working on research to show the man from a new 
perspective. 

“I was tracing the history of Jack Swilling…and during the research process, I was just tickled to 
death to find a structure that was still standing since the 1860s, to see it still in existence and in 
the condition that it was in,” Du Shane says.

Even though the Swilling house is located on private property, the Marleys say they have never 
felt the need to put up a “No Trespassing” sign. Bob says some have merely driven past the 
place, taking a quick glance through their car windows.

Visitors who wish to get a closer look must first obtain permission and directions from Bob and 
Susan Marley. 

For more information about the historic Black Canyon City/Rock Springs area, contact the 
Chamber of Commerce.


