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AUSTIN (LARSON COUNTY)

William Talcott was gathering firewood (others say looking for a lost horse) when he noted a promising ledge of quartz in central Nevada’s Pony Canyon, not far from a stagecoach stop called Jacob’s Station. He collected samples for analysis and sent the rocks to Virginia City. The assayer’s report showed the ore was rich in silver. As word spread, miners descended on the canyon, and their tent city grew into the town of Austin.

By 1865 the community had an estimated ten thousand residents, making it Nevada’s second-largest city. At the time, that many residents also made Austin, Nevada, twice as large as Austin, Texas, the Lone Star State’s capital. Some have posited that the Nevada city was named after its doppelganger, but most believe the name honored one of its pioneers.

The boomtown got another boost when it gained a railroad connection in 1880. Rail service loses its significance when a carrier has less and less to ship, which is what happened in the 1890s as the ore began to play out at the same time the value of silver declined. A final economic blow came in 1979 when the Nevada legislature voted to make Battle Mountain the county seat.


A $275,000 Sack of Flour

In 1864 Austin merchant Reuel Gridley lost an election bet. Rather than wagering money on the outcome of the city’s mayoral race, Gridley declared that if his candidate lost the election, he would tote a fifty-pound bag of flour the length of the town, more than a mile. When his man got beat, Gridley carried out his obligation. Then he put the flour sack up for auction to benefit the US Sanitary Commission, a Red Cross–like organization.

When word spread that the flour sack realized $8,000 in Austin, other communities asked Gridley to put it on the auction block in their town. In a year of traveling all over the West, Gridley raised $275,000 to benefit wounded or sick Civil War soldiers.

Listed on the National Register of Historic Places in 2003, the old Gridley Store (247 Water St.) still stands. The Wild West’s most famous flour sack survived and is displayed at the Nevada Historical Society Museum in Reno. Reuel Colt Gridley (1829–1870) moved to California in 1866.






BATTLE MOUNTAIN (LARSON COUNTY)

Battle Mountain began as a stop on the transcontinental Central Pacific Railroad in 1869. As for this community’s evocative name, historians have not been able to agree on what if any clash of arms Battle Mountain refers to. The most common story is that a prospector named George Tannihill named the surrounding mining district that preceded the founding of the town in commemoration of a fight that he and nearly two dozen other settlers had in 1857 with American Indians in the vicinity. But if it happened, no one has ever uncovered any details.

Whatever led to its naming, the town got another boost in 1880 when the Nevada Central Railroad completed a line connecting Austin to the transcontinental railroad at Battle Mountain. As a supply and shipping point, the town survived the decline of mining in the area that killed or stunted numerous other communities, including Austin.

Battle Mountain has two museums, the Trail of the 49ers’ Interpretive Center (453 North 2nd St.; 775-635-5720) and the Battle Mountain Cookhouse Museum (905 Burns St.; 775-635-8548). The museum focuses on local history, not Western culinary arts, but it is housed in a near-century-old cookhouse moved to town from an area ranch.




BELMONT (NYE COUNTY)

Founded in 1865 as a mining town following the discovery of silver ore in the Toquima Mountains, within two years Belmont had a population of two thousand. The town got another boost in 1867 when the county seat was moved here from Ione. Over the following two decades, area mines produced some $15 million in silver before the ore began to play out. But Belmont never gained a rail connection, and after its primary economic engine careened off the figurative track, the town declined. In 1905 the county seat was relocated to then-booming Tonopah, forty-five miles to the south.


Charlie and Jack Become Unruly

In 1874, two men named Charlie McIntyre and Jack Walker arrived in Belmont and began to explore the town. In the process, perhaps having overindulged in spiritous beverages, they settled a difficulty with a local resident by shooting him. The man survived, but the newcomers were duly arrested.

Not finding that confinement suited their lifestyle, the pair managed to break out of jail and went on the lam. A couple of days later, they were captured and returned to jail. Details are sketchy, but for whatever reason—maybe the shooting victim had died—a delegation of concerned citizens decided there was no need to burden the county’s legal system with a trial.

Descending on the sheriff’s office and basement lockup, the vigilantes overpowered the sheriff and a deputy, tied them up, and removed McIntyre and Walker from their cells. The high desert town lacking any substantial trees, the citizens group figured out a way to hang the men right there in the jail.

Once they’d asphyxiated, the pair were cut down and taken to the Belmont Cemetery on the edge of town (GPS coordinates: N38° 35.06', W116° 52.69') and buried in an unmarked common grave. The double lynching occurred in the old bank building, the ruins of which are still standing, during the construction of the two-story redbrick courthouse that opened in 1876. The ghost town’s most impressive surviving structure, it was maintained by the state for a time but was transferred to Nye County in 2012. A nonprofit group now takes care of the property.






CARSON CITY (CONSOLIDATED MUNICIPALITY OF CARSON CITY)

When Frank Hall shot an eagle, then had it mounted and hung over the door of the trading post that he and five others opened in 1851 on the Emigrant Trail, it seemed logical to call the place Eagle Station. The store went through several owners before Abraham Curry and other investors bought it and the entire surrounding valley in 1858. They had a townsite surveyed and named it Carson City for scout Kit Carson. In 1861, when Congress cut Utah Territory in half to create Nevada Territory, Carson City became the capital. With statehood coming three years later, it remained the seat of government.

With many of its nineteenth-century buildings still standing, Carson City is considered one of the best unreconstructed early-day mining towns in Nevada. Among the vintage structures are the 1871 Greek Revival Lander County Courthouse (122 Main St.), the 1866 City Hall (90 South St.), and the St. Charles Hotel (310 South Carson St.; 775-882-1887). Built in 1862, the St. Charles is the oldest continuously operating hotel in Nevada. These buildings are among forty-four National Register of Historic Places or properties in Carson City.

Built in 1863 by Lemuel “Sandy” Bowers and his wife Alison “Eilley” Orrum Bowers, the sixteen-room Bowers Mansion is a monument to nineteenth-century nouveau riche extravagance. Having made separate fortunes in silver mining, the couple spent $400,000 building an elegant stone mansion inspired by Mrs. Bowers’s memory of fine homes in her native Scotland. The couple traveled to Europe, spending additional hundreds of thousands of dollars collecting furniture and fine art to go inside their new home.

Eilley made her share of their wealth by seeing the future—or at least pretending to. Running a boardinghouse in Gold Hill, Nevada, before she married Bowers, she supplemented her income as a crystal ball–gazing fortune-teller. If her clients didn’t have cash, Eilley cheerfully accepted mining claims. Soon she became Nevada’s first millionaire.

Poor money management and the decline of silver mining cost the couple their fortune. When her husband died in 1874, Eilley converted their mansion into a boardinghouse and special-event venue. But two years later, she sold her property and spent the rest of her life predicting good fortune for others.

Bowers Mansion Regional Park (4005 Bowers Mansion Rd.; 775-849-1825) is located ten miles north of Carson City off US 395. The mansion saw a succession of private owners before Washoe County purchased it in 1946. Restored and filled with period furniture, the old house is the centerpiece of a public park operated by the county.


Prize Fighting Enters the Ring

Shortly after the Nevada legislature legalized prize fighting, promoter Dan Stuart staged a world championship bout between reigning heavyweight titlist “Gentleman Jim” Corbett and Robert Fitzsimmons in Carson City. Fitzsimmons won the fourteen-round fight, which took place March 17, 1897, and was seen by thousands. It also was the first successfully filmed sporting event, and some of the original footage is preserved in the Library of Congress. A historical marker at East Musser and North Harbin Streets, Carson City, stands at the site of the arena.



In 1869 the federal government opened a mint in Carson City to produce coins from Nevada’s silver mines. The first coins were shipped in 1870. Excepting a four-year period from 1885 to 1889, the mint stamped coins until 1893. After that, the two-story stone Old US Mint building (with basement) was used as a federal assay office until 1933. Six years later the government sold the building to the state, and it became a museum. The Nevada State Museum (600 North Carson St.; 775-687-4810) showcases the state’s history from the days of the dinosaur forward. The old mint’s original coin press remains in the building and is still workable, used occasionally to produce commemorative coins.

The nation’s first transcontinental railroad cut across the top of Nevada, and several score other railroads operating in the state over the years carried precious metal, people, and goods. Other than the Central Pacific, the state’s most storied rail line was the Virginia and Truckee, begun in 1869. During its peak years it ran from Reno to Carson City, splitting from there to connect with Virginia City and Minden.

The Nevada State Railroad Museum (2180 South Carson St.; 775-687-6953) has a substantial collection of vintage rolling stock, including an 1875 wood-burning steam locomotive and other cars used by the V&T. Back in operation as a heritage railroad, the V&T runs a restored vintage train between Carson City and Virginia City. Schedule and tickets are available online at https://vtrailway.com or at the V&T Depot (4650 Eastgate Siding Rd.; 775-291-0208).

Built in 1871 of stone quarried by convicts, the Nevada State Capitol (101 North Carson St.) is both architecturally and historically interesting. A two-story structure with a basement and a center cupola, the building was expanded in 1905 and again in 1914. Exhibits in the building relate the history of the capitol and the state.

Devastating fires leveled many an early-day western town, making a volunteer fire department vital to any community. Organized in 1863, the Warren Engine Company No. 1 is the oldest volunteer fire department west of the Mississippi. Its volunteer firefighters work with the Carson City Fire Department in handling calls. Located in the city’s central fire station, the Carson City Fire Museum (777 South Stewart St.; 775-887-2210) features antique firefighting gear, wagons, and trucks.




ELKO (ELKO COUNTY)

Elko is one of five towns developed as the Central Pacific Railroad pushed through Nevada in 1868 to connect with the west-bound Union Pacific in Utah. One version of how it got its name has a railroad official simply adding an “o” to elk, a plentiful game animal in the Mountain West. Another theory is that it came from “elko,” a Shoshone word for “rocks piled on one another.” With its transcontinental rail connection, Elko became a commercial center for ranchers and mining interests. The largest community for 130 miles around, the city’s motto is “The Heart of Northeast Nevada.”

The twenty-thousand-square-foot Northeastern Nevada Museum (1515 Idaho St.; 775-738-3418) has six galleries focused on northeastern Nevada history, wildlife, and art.


The California Trail

The California Trail passed near present Elko, and its well-worn ruts are still visible at some points. Jointly operated by the federal Bureau of Land Management and the Southern Nevada Conservancy, the California Trail Interpretive Center’s (1 Interpretive Center Way, I-80 at Hunter exit 292; 775-738-1849) exhibits tell the story of the two-thousand-mile route that from 1841 to 1869 brought an estimated quarter-million people to California—many of them in search of gold. Fifty miles northeast of Elko, still in Elko County, the Trail of the 49ers’ Interpretive Center (436 6th St.; 775-752-3540) also is devoted to this important Western route.






ELY (WHITE PINE COUNTY)

A stagecoach stop in eastern Nevada near the Schell Creek Range, known as the Murray Creek Station, developed into a small community following the 1870 discovery of gold and silver in the area. The ore was not high quality, but the copper in the area was plentiful and that later brought on a boom.

The town that grew near the stagecoach station was named in 1878 for Smith Ely, president of Selby Copper Mining and Smelting. Copper mining continued as the town’s economic mainstay for decades. The history of the town and county is the focus of the White Pine Public Museum (2000 Aultman St.; 775-289-4710). Exhibits range from American Indian artifacts and other cultural items to surveyor’s instruments to mining equipment and more.


Ward Charcoal Ovens

Resembling giant beehives, a row of six thirty-foot-tall, twenty-seven-foot-diameter stone charcoal ovens dating to the 1870s are the centerpiece of the Ward Charcoal Ovens State Historic Park (775-289-1693). They were used to convert piñon and pine into the charcoal needed to fire the ore smelters in nearby Ward, long since a ghost town. After the mines shut down in 1879, travelers sometimes used the vacant ovens as a safe place to spend the night. They remained privately owned until the state began conservatorship in 1956. Acquiring property around the ovens, the Nevada State Park Commission designated the site a state monument in 1969. The ovens were listed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1971. In 1994, the state opened a seven-hundred-acre state park around the ovens.

The state park is twenty miles south of Ely. Take US 50 south for thirteen miles before turning right at the marked Ward Charcoal Ovens State Park turnoff. Continue for five miles to Cave Valley Road, turn left, and follow it to the site.



One of the best-preserved old-time rail facilities in the nation, the Nevada Northern Railroad Museum complex (1100 Avenue A; 775-289-2085) covers the short line’s fifty-six-acre train yard. Roughly seventy buildings—from roundhouse to depot—and seventy pieces of rolling stock can be toured or ridden. The railroad was founded in the early 1900s to connect Eureka with the Western Pacific and Southern Pacific Railroads. The copper mines in the area shipped multiple tons of ore over the Nevada Northern, but when the last two mines closed in the 1970s, so did the railroad. In the 1980s, a nonprofit took over the property and began developing the site as a museum. The facility became a National Historic Landmark in 2006. A separate museum on the property, the East Ely Depot Museum (775-289-1663) is operated by the state.




EUREKA (EUREKA COUNTY)

Five prospectors found silver ore in the vicinity of what would become Eureka in 1864, but mining did not begin for another five years. The boom came in 1869 when the company that had purchased the prospectors’ claim built a smelter that could handle the high lead content ore. As mining in the area expanded, more smokestacks rose. By 1876, Eureka had nineteen smelting plants, and some started referring to it as the “Pittsburgh of the West.” A rail connection to the Central Pacific Railroad at Palisade spurred further growth, and by 1878 the town had nine thousand residents. Mining declined in the 1880s and the town began to atrophy.

Fires ravaged Eureka several times in the 1870s, so more brick buildings began going up. One was the Eureka Opera House (31 South Main St.; 775-237-6006), built in 1880. Restored in 1993 to serve as a convention center, the two-story building has stone walls two feet thick with a brick façade, iron shutters for the windows, and a slate roof.

Built of locally made red brick and sandstone quarried in the vicinity, the Eureka County Courthouse opened in 1880. County residents considered the two-story Victorian structure essentially fireproof. Renovated in 1995, the courthouse (10 South Main St.; 775-237-5530) still serves its original purpose.

Covering both floors of the two-story brick building constructed in 1879 as the office of the Eureka Sentinel, the Eureka Sentinel Museum (10 North Monroe St.; 775-237-5010) displays the newspaper’s original press and related hot-metal printing equipment, as well as exhibits dealing with Eureka County history. The newspaper used the building until 1960.


The Carbonari Massacre

It took sixteen thousand bushels of charcoal a day to keep each of Eureka’s nearly two dozen smelters working. Hundreds of men worked at producing and selling the fuel needed to do that. Many were Italians who called themselves carbonari, Italian for “charcoal makers.” Intending to realize the highest-possible profit margin, the smelter operators lowered the Italians’ wages to a predetermined amount across the board. The workers organized and boycotted the smelters, which led to the owners asking the governor to send militia, but he refused. The sheriff, however, led a posse to a carbonari camp south of town and attacked on August 18, 1879, leaving five dead. The killings went unprosecuted, but the workers and owners came to an agreement ending the work stoppage.

In 1983 the Eureka Historical Society placed a marker bearing the names of the slain carbonari in the old Eureka Cemetery (Caribou Way and Holly Road; GPS coordinates: N39° 30.61', W115° 58.24').






GENOA (DOUGLAS COUNTY)

Its history tracing to a Mormon trading post opened in 1850, Genoa is Nevada’s oldest continuously settled town. Mormon elder Orson Hyde named the town for the Italian city of Genoa, but Nevadans pronounce it differently (juh-NO-ah). Genoa was in Utah Territory originally, but stimulated in part by public meetings held in Genoa, Congress created Nevada Territory in 1861. The town was a Pony Express and stagecoach stop, but by the mid-1860s Virginia City and Reno had surpassed Genoa in size and significance.


“Snowshoe” Thompson

Norwegian-born Jon Torsteinson Rui (who adopted “Thompson” hoping to avoid prejudice) not only faithfully carried the mail to and from Genoa for twenty years—even in the dead of winter when travel was considered all but impossible in the Sierra Nevada—he profoundly influenced a mainstay of modern American recreation. When he started his Genoa-to-Placerville, California, route in 1856, the heavy, ten-foot-long oak slats he attached to his boots to more easily traverse packed snow were known as “snowshoes,” which is how he got his nickname. Today, the equipment he had learned to use in his native Norway and later introduced to the culture of the Mountain West are called skis.

Thompson (1827–1876) is buried in Genoa Cemetery (off Main Street, between Centennial Drive and Trail Court; 775-720-1627; GPS coordinates: N39° 00.70', W119° 50.59'). A marble stone placed there in 1885 features an engraving of a crossed pair of skis. A historical marker telling of his remarkable feats stands at Jacks Valley Road and Genoa Lane. Nearby, a bronze statue honors him at Mormon Station State Historic Park (2295 Main St.; 775-782-2590).



In 1853, Al Livingston built a brick building and opened Livingston’s Exchange, the “exchange” involving money for liquor. Frank Fettic bought the saloon in 1884 and renamed it Fettic’s Exchange. The business model remained the same, but Fettic catered to gentlemen, allowing no overindulgence, fighting, or any of the other things that were standard in most Wild West watering holes. With a succession of owners since then, the establishment (2282 Main St.; 775-782-3870) is Nevada’s oldest continually operating bar. Scenes for numerous movies have been filmed here, including John Wayne’s last Western, The Shootist.

Rufus Adams and Lawrence Gilman built the Douglas County Courthouse in 1865. A fire that destroyed much of the town in 1910 claimed the original building, but the county restored it to its original appearance. When the county seat was moved to Minden in 1916, the Douglas County School District bought the building for $15 and used it as an elementary school until 1956. The building (2304 Main St.; 775-782-4325) opened as the Genoa Courthouse Museum in 1971 and underwent extensive renovation during the American Bicentennial.


Sam Brown’s Unhappy Birthday

Sam Brown picked up his bad habit of killing men who didn’t need killing in Texas and continued his homicidal ways in California and then Nevada. With little law enforcement in those places during the 1850s, Brown escaped any consequences—legal or otherwise—until he hit Genoa. On July 6, 1861, Brown showed up at a buddy’s trial, intent on intimidating the jury. But when the ruffian tried to enter the courtroom, an attorney disarmed him. Later, having gotten his gun back, Brown took a shot at an innkeeper named Henry Van Sickle. He missed, but Van Sickle got his scattergun and galloped off after his assailant. When Van Sickle found Brown, his first shot knocked off Brown’s hat and blistered his face. “I’ve got you,” Van Sickle reportedly declared as his finger pulled the double-barrel’s other trigger. “And I kills you.” Which he did. Three days later a coroner’s jury found Van Sickle had not only acted in self-defense, but in killing Brown he had rendered the community a considerable service.

Van Sickle (1822–1894) is buried in Genoa Cemetery. A historical marker on State Highway 206 in Genoa (GPS coordinates: N38° 58.37', W119° 50.29') tells of Brown’s demise.

The local newspaper that covered the Sam Brown matter was the Territorial Enterprise, Nevada’s first newspaper. Founded on December 8, 1858, its most famous reporter was Samuel Clemens, later much better known as Mark Twain. The Enterprise moved to Carson City in 1859 and a year later to then-booming Virginia City. A historical plaque at the intersection of Genoa Lane and Jackson Valley Road marks the newspaper site.






GOLDFIELD (ESMERALDA COUNTY)

Tom Fisherman, a Shoshone, found gold in the vicinity of Columbia Mountain in 1902. He returned with two miners, and a modest mining camp soon developed. A year later miners discovered more substantial deposits, and the boom was on. Production peaked in 1907, but in less than a decade all that glittered was not Goldfield. A flash flood and three devastating fires hastened its decline. Modern Goldfield is a semi–ghost town.

Virgil Earp, Wyatt Earp’s older brother, moved to Goldfield with wife Allie in 1904 hoping to capitalize on the boom. They lived in a boardinghouse, and he worked as a dealer and private policeman for the National Club Saloon. In January 1905 the county sheriff commissioned him as a deputy, but that was only to give him more authority in his security job. A month later he contracted pneumonia and died in Goldfield’s hospital, on October 19, 1905.

Despite the various disasters the town has experienced, about a hundred of its old structures remain. The Goldfield Historical Society makes available a walking tour of historic sites and maintains a museum in the restored 1906 Goldfield Firehouse (233 Crook Ave.; 775-485-3560). Goldfield’s oldest building is the 1905 Santa Fe Saloon. Built in 1907, the two-story Esmeralda County Courthouse (403 Crook St.) continues in use. The largest structure in town is the 1908 Goldfield Hotel, a four-story brick building at US 95 and Columbia Avenue. Transitioning from opulent accommodation to just a place to stay, the hotel closed in 1940, and despite efforts to restore and reopen it, the old hostelry remains vacant, a popular haunt of ghost hunters and vandals.




LAS VEGAS (CLARK COUNTY)

What happens in Las Vegas may stay in Las Vegas, but in Old West days, not much happened. In fact, the city did not even exist in the nineteenth century. It was founded in 1905 by the San Pedro, Los Angeles, and Salt Lake Railroad, but even with the state’s legalization of gambling in 1931, it remained a small town until after World War II. Despite the sprawling neon city’s modern-day focus on the next bet, it has one nineteenth-century historic site and two museums of interest to Western history enthusiasts.

The first Euro-American settlement in the Las Vegas Valley was an adobe fort constructed by Mormon pioneers near a spring creek in 1855. One hundred and fifty feet square with fourteen-foot walls, the outpost was a welcome supply point and watering hole for California-bound travelers. The Mormons abandoned the place when US troops moved into Utah a few years later, the beginning of the so-called Utah War. A small detachment of federal troops occupied the fort, renamed Fort Baker, during the Civil War. In 1865 settler Octavius Gass used the fort as his ranch headquarters, calling his holding Los Vegas Rancho. Gass lost the property in 1881, and it went through several owners after that, the old fort surviving several brushes with possible demolition.

The historic downtown property was acquired in 1955 by the Las Vegas Elks Club and conveyed to the City of Las Vegas in 1989. Two years later it became the Old Mormon Fort State Park (500 East Washington Ave.; 702-486-3511). The old fort was restored and filled with artifacts and interpretive exhibits. A visitor center was added in 2005.

Las Vegas’s first overnight accommodation, Hotel Nevada, opened on January 13, 1906. Later renamed the Golden Gate Hotel and Casino (1 Fremont St.; 702-382-6300), it had the city’s first casino (operated until 1910 when gambling became illegal), first telephone (the number was 1), and the first of the large electric signs that would become a Las Vegas fixture (though initially it was not a neon sign). The hotel is still open and in its original building, although it has been modernized.

Opened in 1982 at a different location, the Nevada State Museum-Las Vegas (309 South Valley View Blvd.; 702-486-5205) moved to a larger, seventy-thousand-square-foot building in 2011. It has a thirteen-thousand-square-foot permanent gallery covering the state’s history from the Paleo era to Las Vegas’s development as a worldwide tourist destination. The museum also has a larger collection of archival material and ongoing special exhibits.

The museum is on the campus of Springs Preserve, a 180-acre complex of restored or reconstructed historic buildings, historical exhibits, botanical gardens, and natural habitat at the springs that first drew settlers to the area. Clark County Museum (1830 South Boulder Highway, Henderson; 702-455-7955) is sixteen miles southeast of Las Vegas.




PIOCHE (LINCOLN COUNTY)

Pioche has a hard-to-pronounce name (Pee-oach), but in the early 1870s, it was easy to die in this high-country mining town. Claims that seventy-two people met a violent demise here before someone finally got around to dying naturally are exaggerated (another account says only six people died the hard way before someone got sick and died), but it is believed that more than two score killings took place in Lincoln County from 1870 to 1875. If the numbers are accurate, more people were killed in Pioche than in any five-year period in Tombstone and Dodge City combined.

The town was named for Francois L.A. Pioche, a San Francisco financier who purchased mineral claims and started the Meadow Valley Mining Company in 1869. Fire killed thirteen people and destroyed much of Pioche in 1871, but it rebuilt quickly. At its peak in 1872, it had an estimated population of six thousand. The stagecoach from Palisade, California, which had a rail connection, brought people of all stripes. Pioche also had well-traveled stagecoach connections to Salt Lake City and the mining town of Bullionville. The town supported seventy-two saloons, three “hurdy-gurdy” houses, thirty-two bawdy houses, two daily newspapers, two telegraph offices, two theaters, two breweries, two gravity-fed water systems with street mains and fire plugs, two fire companies, and a livery stable.

Thanks to its flourishing mines, when Pioche became the seat of Lincoln County in 1872, a lot of money flowed through town. But not much of it was going to the county in the form of taxes. Still, the county needed a courthouse. Designed by Edward Danahue and bid out at $16,000, cost overruns quickly mounted as construction on the two-story brick and stone courthouse got under way. County officials issued $75,000 in bonds and even printed local scrip to fund the project and meet the county’s other expenses.

When mining activity declined, property values went off the cliff. That, in turn, seriously impacted tax revenue and the county couldn’t make interest payments on its obligations, much less on the principal. The Nevada legislature offered some relief in 1907 by approving a plan to redeem the outstanding bonds at 65 percent of face value. Lawmakers also transferred part of the debt to newly created Clark County, which had been part of Lincoln County. Even so, not until 1938 was the debt finally retired. At some point, someone calculated that given inflation, the old county courthouse had cost nearly a million dollars.

The courthouse building (69 Lacour St.; 775-962-5207) stood in disrepair for nearly forty years before it was restored in the 1970s. In 1978 it was listed on the National Register of Historic Places.

By the time Nevada’s local and state governments got around to keeping relatively accurate birth and death records, Pioche had long since become a ghost town. Despite the lack of exact numbers, the consensus seems to be that Pioche’s Boot Hill Cemetery has a hundred or so marked and unmarked graves of those who died violently. Other than being in a remote location with numerous drinking establishments, one common cause of homicide was mining claim encroachments. Rather than argue over real estate matters in court, property owners, or claimants, imported hired guns to perform six-shooter surveys. The Find a Grave database lists sixty-seven burials, all but three occurring between 1870 and 1878. Scratched on the wooden marker of Morgan Courtney is this epitaph: “Feared by some, respected by few, detested by others. Shot in back five times from ambush.” His killer was tried and acquitted.

Driving through Pioche on State Highway 322, turn east on Comstock Road. The cemetery is on the left, just south of the Pioche Public Cemetery (GPS coordinates: N37° 56.06', W114° 26.82').

Because of its remote location, when mining in the area slowed, so did Pioche. But it survived as a small community that today advertises itself as Nevada’s “liveliest ghost town.”

One hundred seventy-seven miles north of Las Vegas, just west of US 93 off State Highway 322, the mountainside town of Pioche still has numerous nineteenth-century structures built after the town’s second disastrous fire, which occurred in 1876. The Pioche Chamber of Commerce (644 Main St.; 775-962-5544) has a Lincoln County guide with driving and walking tours, including a walking tour of Pioche.

Housed in a mercantile building built by A.S. Thompson around 1900 and remodeled in 1929, the Lincoln County Historical Museum (63 Main St.; 775-962-5207) features exhibits focusing on the area’s earliest American Indian inhabitants and Pioche’s boisterous mining boom days.


All on Account of a Jackrabbit?

In 1869 a prospector picked up a rock to throw at a jackrabbit, perhaps thinking the hare might make a meal. But he forgot dinner when he noticed he held a chunk of high-grade silver ore.

At least that’s the legend.

No matter how the discovery happened, the mining area around Pioche came to be called the Jackrabbit Mining District. By the time mineral production in the area waned in the 1880s, the district had produced $2 to $6 million in silver.






RENO (WASHOE COUNTY)

Reno got its distinctive name from a railroad official wishing to honor the late Civil War general Jesse Lee Reno, but calling it Fuller or Lake would have been more fitting if less catchy.

In 1859, Charles W. Fuller built a wooden bridge across the Truckee River to accommodate travelers headed to booming Virginia City. Known as Fuller’s Crossing, two years later the place became Lake’s Crossing when Fuller sold out to Myron C. Lake, who built a sturdier bridge and opened an inn. He also charged exorbitant tolls—a dollar for a loaded wagon, a half-dollar for a horse and buggy, and a dime for someone on foot. That made Lake good money, but he profited even more by donating land to attract the east-bound Central Pacific Railroad. Extension of an additional rail line from Virginia City to Reno in 1872 boosted the town even more.

Reno’s boom lasted until the silver around Virginia City played out, but thanks to its railroad connection the town did well enough until gold and silver mining began around Tonopah and Goldfield at the turn of the twentieth century. As a railroad and mining supply town, Reno became a mecca for those willing to pay for their pleasures or enjoy games of chance. In the early 1900s, the state’s liberal divorce laws made it the divorce capital of the nation.


Experience Counted in Indian Fighting

Well before Reno developed, former Texas Ranger Jack Hays led California volunteers in a fight with Paiute Indians on June 2, 1860. Under the leadership of the veteran Indian fighter who had already become legendary, the men routed the warriors along the Truckee River. The engagement, known as the Second Battle of Pyramid Lake, came not quite a month after the Paiutes killed forty-six men on the north shore of the lake. The cycle of violence began when a party of miners captured a group of Paiute women to press them into servitude at their camp. The Paiute soon raided the camp to free the women. A force of more than a hundred men then made the mistake of attacking the Indian village. Nearly half of them died in the fight. A Nevada historical marker near the intersection of State Highway 447 and Chicken Road stands on the northern edge of the battlefield site. The battle occurred on what is now the Pyramid Lake Indian Reservation.



The Nevada Historical Society Museum (1650 North Virginia Ave.; 775-688-1190) is the state’s oldest museum, established in 1904. In addition to historical exhibits, the historical society maintains a large archival collection.


Bonanza Rolling Down the Tracks

The men who robbed the Central Pacific train near Reno on November 4, 1870, figured correctly that the Wells Fargo express car would be carrying a lot of money, but they were wrong in thinking they could get away with their crime. Still, they did succeed in collecting more than $40,000 in gold and silver in the holdup. Unfortunately for them, the giant San Francisco–based transportation company had a large force of detectives on its payroll and soon saturated the area with experienced and well-armed agents. The Wells Fargo men kept their eyes open for big spenders in Reno and soon identified three men who seemed to have a lot of money at their disposal but did not appear to be gainfully employed. On top of that, they evidently knew each other. An agent got one of the men to talk, and soon eight suspects had been arrested. Wells Fargo got most of the loot back and all the participants were convicted, though two were freed for turning state’s evidence. Maybe while doing hard labor at the
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