Nevada

Historical Society Quarterly

John B. Reid Hillary Veldzquez Juliet S. Pierson
Editor-in-Chief & Frank Ozaki Manuscript Editor
Production & Design ]che M. Cox
Proofreader
Volume 57 Fall/ Winter 2014 Numbers 3-4
Contents

135 Editor’s Note

139 The Enterprise of Nevada History
WiLLiaMm D. RowLEY

160 Mining and Nevada:
An Entwined History

Eric C. NYSTROM AND
RoNALD M. JAMES

177 The Urban Impact
Towns and Cities in Nevada’s History

EUGENE MOEHRING

Front Cover: Nevada Centennial Celebration cake cutting, 1964.
(Nevada State Library, Archives and Public Records)



201 Good Luck If You Do
Nevada’s Long Relationship with Gambling

Davip G. SCHWARTZ

216 The Nevada Political Tradition at 150
MicHAEL GREEN

Book Reviews

245 At Pyramid Lake. By Bernard Mergen
(Reno: University of Nevada Press, 2014)
Reviewed by Dr. Michael Hittman

255 Vegas at Odds: Labor Conflict in a Leisure Economy, 1960-1985.
By James P. Kraft
(Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press: Baltimore, 2010)
Reviewed by Eugene P. Moehring



135

Editor’s Note

History and commemorating are both forms of mediation between
present and past, but history has rules about constructing the past.
Our historical standards are clear. We can add to existing historical ac-
counts with new and neglected evidence, but not subtract from them.
We can interpret, but only within strict professional rules. We are a
discipline. These rules do not apply to commemorating, as any Fourth
of July speech, college commencement address, or centennial celebra-
tion will demonstrate.!

—Richard White

A sesquicentennial event is a strange thing. The word itself is quite a mouth-
ful; in fact, I substitute “Nevada at 150” whenever possible. And it is almost
impossible, it seems, to utter the word (or centennial, for that matter) without
following it with the word celebration. It seems to be a given that a centennial (or
a sesquicentennial) should celebrate the nation or state or institution. For example,
Governor Brian Sandoval promised that Nevada’s Sesquicentennial would be
“the grandest celebration our state has ever experienced.” This is exemplified by
one of the most popular events of Nevada’s anniversary celebrations in 1964 and
2014—a huge birthday cake. The 1964 cake ceremony is pictured on the cover of
this issue, and the ceremony was replicated in 2014. This is not a criticism; who
does not enjoy a lovely cake, especially a room-sized one?

That we should celebrate centennials seems to be taken for granted as a
natural practice. The first sentence of Nevada’s Sesquicentennial Commission’s
Final Report reads “States have long celebrated anniversaries of statehood,” a
true statement if a bit vague. A centennial or sesquicentennial is no ordinary
anniversary, and this type of major anniversary celebration does not seem an-
cient in origin. The first use of the word “centennial” as an event marking the
hundred-year anniversary of a political entity dates to the 1870s. “America has
been very much centennialised—that is the word in use now since the great
celebration of this year,” wrote the London Daily News in 1876. “Centennials
have been got up all over the States.” A previous usage was “centenary,” but
its first use is not much older, marking the hundredth anniversary of Britain’s
Glorious Revolution in 1788. A “Jubilee” as a major anniversary of a British
monarch—perhaps a forerunner to the centennial—was first marked in a formal
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way in 1809, in George III's fiftieth year on the throne. Sesquicentennial was
first used in 1880—notably, just four years after the first centennial celebra-
tion, and as a marker of the one-hundred-fiftieth anniversary of Baltimore,
Maryland—a state just fifteen years removed from its slave-state past and
some of the most horrific combat of the Civil War.? These dates do not ap-
pear to be coincidental—all appear during or after significant challenges to
the political entity, when affirmation and unity are urgently needed. George
III's jubilee occurred in the midst of the Napoleonic Wars; the United States’
first centennial occurred just nine years after the greatest crisis of the nation’s
history. As Barry Schwartz notes, the centennial celebration makes sense only
when we understand the modern nation-state as an “imagined community”
and the anniversary celebration as a way of establishing an origin story for
this imagined community.® So, its “birth” takes on significance as a way to
legitimize and enhance the unity of the political body. The legitimacy of the
United States was challenged in the most aggressive way possible during
the Civil War; nine years later, the origin of the nation—a story upon which
almost everyone could agree—was widely celebrated.

For the Quarterly, though, this poses a bit of dilemma. The Quarterly’s
mission is to provide a home for scholarly inquiry, and while this does not
preclude aspects that celebrate Nevada, scholarly inquiry must go wherever
the historical questions and historical evidence lead. For me, the meaning of
a sesquicentennial, from a scholarly perspective is that it provides a chance to
pause our scholarly investigations and take a moment to reflect on Nevada’s
history as a whole. What have we learned about Nevada’s history? Where does
the scholarship in key areas stand today? Perhaps this reflection can provide
some guidance as we move forward in the twenty-first century.

With this in mind, I asked several of Nevada’s most notable historians to
write reflective essays for this issue. These are not new research essays (although
several contain information and ideas not yet published elsewhere); rather, these
are overview essays in some key areas of Nevada history. Together, they provide
a snapshot of Nevada history at this point in time that is the first of its kind, and,
I hope, a guidepost for the next generation of scholarship in Nevada history.

Our issue begins with a look at the practice of Nevada history itself—a
history of Nevada history, if you will. William D. Rowley’s “The Enterprise
of Nevada History” charts the course of, in his words, “the ever changing
landscape of Nevada’s quest to sustain itself in an arid basin and range envi-
ronment” from the beginnings of serious scholarship at the turn of the century
to the present. The rest of the issue provides examination of particular topic
areas. For example, Eric C. Nystrom and Ronald M. James examine Nevada’s
mining history in “Mining and Nevada: An Entwined History.” No economic
enterprise has shaped Nevada more than mining, from its origins in the
1860s up to the present, and Nystrom and James provide an overview of this
industry’s development in Nevada. They conclude with a reference to some
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of the ambiguities of Nevada history, or, perhaps in other words, the conflict
between history and collective memory in Nevada. And Nystrom and James
conclude with a reference to some of the ambiguities of Nevada history, or,
perhaps in other words, the conflict between history and collective memory in
Nevada. Nystrom and James note that mining—an industrial enterprise—has
shaped the history of the state from the beginning to the present, and this
state is, contrary to the self-image created and sustained by many, actually the
second most urban state in the United States (only New Jersey has a higher
percentage of urban-dwelling residents).

This urban nature of Nevada is little understood or appreciated, but Eu-
gene P. Moehring’s “The Urban Impact: Towns and Cities in Nevada’s History”
focuses our attention on the urban nature of Nevada and the urban networks
that have shaped the state. Despite the Hollywood image of Nevada as a land of
wide open spaces and cowboys, Nevada’'s early history was “a thriving urban
system” that was “Linked by a maze of pack trails, toll roads, wagon roads,
rivers and even flumes, a thriving urban system [that] served the Comstock
area during the early 1860s—even as civil war raged in the East.”Rather than
frontier territory, Nevada was very early composed of “a number of small and
large urban networks” that “fragmented the Nevada wilderness into hundreds
of big and small chunks.”

Moehring notes that the gambling industry is an urban enterprise, and
certainly no activity short of mining has shaped Nevada as much, especially
since 1931. David G. Schwartz’s “Good Luck if You Do: Nevada’s Long Rela-
tionship with Gambling” takes an in-depth look at this history. Many aspects
are little known, such as the strong anti-gambling stance of the territory and
the early state (including Governor Henry G. Blasdel’s attempt to veto the le-
galization of some gambling in 1869—a practice he called an “intolerable and
inexcusable vice”)—to the period between 1910 and 1931 when most gambling
was made illegal in Nevada. Schwartz then explains the key elements of the
gambling industry’s expansion: the pioneering efforts of Raymond Smith and
Bill Harrah in Reno, the resort-casino innovations that were driven by the ar-
rival of “an aggressive group of erstwhile bootleggers who brought expertise
in the business of gambling, and the post-1969 emergence of another group
of aggressive entrepreneurs who ushered in the era of the corporate-owned
mega-resorts—Howard Hughes, Kirk Kerkorian, and Steven Wynn.

Our overview of Nevada history at 150 ends with Michael S. Green’s “The
Nevada Political Tradition at 150.” Green divides Nevada'’s political history
into three major eras: The Comstock Era and the Long Nineteenth Century,
The Mining and Reno Era, and The Modern (post 1954) Era. While different
political figures, parties, and economic interests dominated each era, Green
identifies continuities not easily visible to the non-specialist. In fact, he argues
that “Nevada has evolved economically, politically, and socially, but the changes
have not been so drastic that they represent a complete break with the past.
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Finally, with this issue we resume a practice that many of our readers have re-
quested—book reviews. Our goal will notbe to review every manuscript published
on Nevada history, but rather to focus on scholarly works that are of particular
interest or importance. In this issue we feature Michael Hittman's review of At
Pyramid Lake and Eugene Moehring’s review of Vegas at Odds: Labor Conflict in a
Leisure Economy, 1960-1985.

I hope you enjoy this momentary pause from the vigorous research into
Nevada’s past to reflect on Nevada’s history. What is this thing called Nevada?
What do we know about it? Where do we go from here? I hope this issue pro-
vides us with a snapshot in time, a clear picture of the major historical trends
of the last 150 years, and a path toward Nevada’s Bicentennial in 2064, when, I
hope, the Quarterly will pause to reflect on Nevada’s past, and, I'm certain, the
governor will celebrate with the cutting of a very, very large cake.

NoTtEs

Richard White, “A Commemoration and a Historical Mediation,” Journal of American His-
tory, Vol. 94, no. 4 (March 2008), pp. 1073-1081.

2“centennial, adj. and n.”. OED Online. June 2015. Oxford University Press. http:/ /www.
oed.com/view / Entry / 29640?redirectedFrom=centennial& (accessed July 10, 2015).

SBarry Schwartz, “The Social Context of Commemoration: A Study in Collective Memory,”
Social Forces, Vol. 61, no. 2 (Dec. 1982), pp. 374-402
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The Enterprise of Nevada History

WiLLiam D. ROwLEY

In May 1912 University of California history professor Herbert Eugene
Bolton traveled across the mountains to Reno from Berkeley. At the invitation
of Jeanne Weir, founder of the fledgling Nevada Historical Society, Bolton
journeyed east of the Sierra to inspire the new organization and the enterprise
of Nevada history. On May 13, he stood before the members of the society
to deliver a lengthy address that urged Nevadans to engage the enterprise of
Nevada history by writing their own history: “The Obligation of Nevada toward
the Writing of Her Own History.” On this “obligation” hinged the creation of
“historic consciousness” from which “civic consciousness” sprang. In California,
Professor Bolton already enjoyed a reputation for championing the history of
his state, as well as the histories of the the Pacific Slope and Spanish settlement
across much of the Southwest that predated American conquest. He designated
California part of the “Borderlands” or the Spanish “frontier” settlements (the
presidio, the mission, and the pueblo) prior to American conquest in 1848 and
the Mexican Cession in the Treaty of Guadalupé-Hidalgo. The Great Basin of the
Far West fell outside the Borderlands experience, but like all other regional and
local history, the grand narrative of American expansion to the Pacific required
the inclusion of the Nevada story.!

William D. Rowley is a professor of history at the University of Nevada, Reno,
specializing in the American West, environmental history, and the history of Nevada.
He served as the editor-in-chief of the Nevada Historical Society Quarterly from 1991-
2004, and held the university’s Grace A. Griffen Chair in Nevada and the West from
1998 to 2016. He has many publications to his credit, including the following books:
Reno: Hub of the Washoe Country (1984), U.S. Forest Service Grazing and Rangelands: a
History (1985), Reclaiming the Arid West: the Career of Francis G. Newlands (1996), and
The Bureau of Reclamation: Origins and Growth, 1902-1945 (2008).
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Without attention to its history, Nevada faced the prospect of diminished
civic and community life. Professor Bolton called upon local people to rise
to the occasion. Enterprising work in Nevada history offered the state the
opportunity to create an “historic consciousness” about the grand narrative of
western expansion and the planting of a commonwealth in the inter-mountain
region. Already by the early twentieth century a substantial historical
literature existed, but it was narrowly focused on the Comstock gold and
silver riches—a twenty-year period from 1860 to 1880 wherein occurred the
creation of Nevada Territory in 1861 and statehood in 1864. By the late 1870s
the Comstock had failed and went into borrasca (out of luck and out of ore
—the opposite of bonanza), followed by twenty years of mining depression
(1880-1900) from which the state was finally rescued by a mining revival. The
early twentieth-century mining boom occurred with new gold and silver finds
in Tonopah and Goldfield accompanied by the rise of copper mining in White
Pine County in the far reaches of the state’s “Great East.” New life in Nevada’s
mines, both in precious and industrial metals, brought prosperity and an influx
of population, with some calling it “the Southern Klondike” as it came on the
heels of the northern Klondike gold-rush failure in Alaska. Renewed activity
marked a new prosperity and influx of population. While the renewal of
Nevada’s economic well-being stirred high hopes, the state’s history remained
largely buried. Bolton noted that Nevada seemed to disappear from national
or even western history by the early twentieth century. In one of the latest
school histories, he said, “which prides itself on its emphasis upon the West,
the name of Nevada does not appear, although a chapter of twenty pages
is headed ‘Texas.”” Summing up the state of Nevada’s history, Bolton said,
“Nevada seems to be largely unknown to historians,” but he added, “except
as the seat of the Comstock Lode and a State whose admission into the Union
was due to the need of Republican votes.”?

From an academic viewpoint there is much to criticize in Bolton’s
emphasis upon history serving the cause of patriotism and civic consciousness.
Yet citizenship and patriotism became widely recognized as handmaidens
of history writing and teaching in the ideology of Progressive Reform, and
certainly by 1917 had become an accepted, if not required, practice in the
fervor of patriotism that accompanied American entrance into World War
I and the years following. The Progressive Era (c. 1900-1917) understood
the importance of creating more democratic and responsible government
to overcome corruption and the threat to democratic government posed by
monopolies and economic trusts during the Robber Baron era of the late
nineteenth century. Bolton clearly saw history (state and local) playing a role
in the creation of citizenship and even patriotism as he noted in his opening
remarks to members and patrons of the Nevada Historical Society in 1912.
While his words met with approval from this audience, Bolton did not go
unchallenged on his own turf at the University of California. His UC critics
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looked with dismay upon the Bolton-dominated history department’s emphasis
upon California, the Pacific Coast, and the Spanish Borderlands as simply “history
as a representative of local patriotism,” and contrary to the larger discipline of
“history” as a “University study.” Suffice it to say that some saw serious problems
with history as “local patriotism,” or national patriotism for that matter.?

In the following years Jeanne Weir continued her work with the Nevada
Historical Society, its annual publications, and her teaching position in the
University of Nevada’s History Department. Joining her in these good works
for Nevada history should be mentioned Professor Romanzo Adams of the
university’s Sociology Department. He published important studies of Nevada
taxation, school reforms, and stock ranching in the Nevada environment, all
with an eye to promote reform measures that could make Nevada a more just
and equitable place to build community-minded citizenship and transform the
current transient, predominantly male population into a more diverse, stable
demography based upon families, schools, and an industrious middle class.
The writings of both Weir and Adams often drew upon a small collection of
“mug histories”* that pioneered the effort to write Nevada history. The first of
these was published by Thompson and West; edited by Myron Angel, History
of Nevada appeared in 1881. It was a relation of events in Nevada history that
also featured subscribed biographies of “Prominent Men and Pioneers,” which
were, of course, flattering in their presentations. Other Nevada histories with
similar mug-patronage financing did not appear until the twentieth century.
They included Thomas Wren, A History of the State of Nevada: Its Resources and
People (1904); Sam P. Davis, editor, The History of Nevada (1913); and later, with
James G. Scrugham as editor, Nevada: A Narrative of the Conquest of a Frontier
Land (1935). In 1890 the H. H. Bancroft History Company of San Francisco
published volume XXV of a general history of the American West entitled
History of Nevada, Colorado, and Wyoming. Hubert Howe Bancroft was a true
entrepreneur of history. Writing in nineteenth-century California he clearly
saw Nevada to be worthy of his enterprise as the site of the great Comstock
mines and fabulous wealth that held the Pacific Coast and nation enthralled
for nearly twenty years.

By the 1920s major figures in Nevada’s first generation of Progressive-
Reform-minded historians and “upbuilders” were saying farewell to what
Nevada was becoming.® In the ten years after 1910, copper mining and smelting
became the focus of economic growth in White Pine County, but gold and
silver mining to the south of Reno, in Tonopah and Goldfield, faded. Las Vegas
remained a railroad way station between Salt Lake City and Los Angeles, with
Boulder or Hoover Dam still a distant dream in the minds of engineers and
ambitious, forward-looking politicians. In Reno the moral reforms of the
Progressive Era, the strict anti-gambling bill of the 1909 legislature, women’s
suffrage, 1918’s prohibition (in reaction to wartime arguments against using
grain for alcohol instead of food, with a dash of prejudice against German
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brewers) began to take a backseat as Reno, especially after the 1923 mayoral
elections, was permitted to become a “wide open town.” A clandestine
economy of boozy speakeasies, a permissive sex trade, and illegal gambling
thrived alongside legal pari-mutuel betting on horse races and Reno’s Divorce
Colony. By 1931, Reno’s mayor E. E. Roberts was quoted as saying that if he
had his way in Reno, “there would be a whiskey barrel on every street corner
with ladles for all.”®

Racy, vice-related trends in “economic development” sowed the seeds
of disillusionment among some of the reform minded who had a far different
view of the future. Some left the state and others did not live long enough to see
what the future held. After all of his civic-minded work studying the history
and organization of Nevada’s school system, taxation history, and ranch land
ownership, Professor Romanzo Adams departed for the University of Hawaii,
where he did groundbreaking studies in race relations in that island complex.
Nevada’'s crusader for women's suffrage (achieved in 1914) and twice candidate
for United States Senate (in 1918 and 1920), Anne Martin left the state for a new
residence in Carmel, California, but not before delivering a parting shot at what
she regarded as Nevada’s retreat from reform and progress. The polemical
message reached a national audience with her article in The Nation magazine,
a part of a series on “The State of the States.” The editors invited Martin, as a
leading reform figure in Nevada, to submit the essay on Nevada—its present
conditions and prospects for the future. Her article appeared in the July 22,
1922, issue of The Nation and was entitled “Nevada: Beautiful Desert of Buried
Hopes.” The title sums up Martin’s views as she described a state of dramatic
desert and mountain beauty, once imbued with a reformist spirit of uplift,
but now in the grips of “boss ridden” politics. Still plagued by a transient
population largely employed in ranching, mining, and transportation interests,
Nevada showed signs of reverting to control by a political machine (George
Wingfield) and a plutocracy wielding political power more characteristic of
its late nineteenth-century Gilded Age politics during and after the Comstock.
Martin declared, “Nevada began well,” but became “the neglected step-child,
the weakling in the family of States,” and now, “a vast, exploited, undeveloped
State with a meager and boss-ridden population.””

In the first decades of the twentieth century hope and optimism abounded
in Nevada. By the beginning of the third decade, however, the plans of
reformers to make Nevada into a “model commonwealth” had evaporated.
Nevada’s United States Senator Francis G. Newlands often used that term to
describe what he believed should be the goal of Nevada's progressive future.
His death at the end of 1917, the coming of World War I, the failure of the
Newlands irrigation project in Fallon to usher in a new era of civic-minded
small farmers to Nevada, and finally the downward turn in the mining
economy as the mines in Tonopah and Goldfield played out all served to
deflate the ambitions of reform in the state. Nevada, according to Martin, had
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reverted to oligarchic machine politics dominated by political bosses who were
reasserting (or extending) the power of the “saloon crowd” and encouraging a
vice-based economy, a far cry from what Martin and others had hoped for the
future of the state. Although she did not use his name in her scathing article,
Martin and others saw George Wingfield, who had grown rich in the southern
mining boom in Tonopah and Goldfield, as the kingpin of political power who
was now busily promoting a vice-based economy, either legal or illegal, that
later assumed the benign and appealing label of “a tourist economy.”

Despite the demise of Progressive reform in the state and its brainy
professional proponents, the enterprise of Nevada history took a curious twist
with the rise of a post-war Narrow Nationalism (c. 1919-1924). Portrayed
by most sources as a reaction against the internationalism that American
participation in World War I implied, the Narrow Nationalism sought to
defend “American values.” Congressional rejection of participation by the
United States in the League of Nations as a part of the European war (Treaty
of Versailles) settlement indicated a rising tide of disillusionment with the
war, its high-minded goals (to Save the World for Democracy), and overseas
involvements that seemingly brought “the blow back” of foreign radicalism
to American shores. Reactions to change provoked movements to defend a
homogenous American national character and ethnic make-up, especially a
white Protestant ethnicity as opposed to increased diversity in American life
and society. The Narrow Nationalism included measures to limit immigration
from Europe for the first time, especially from southern and eastern Europe,
to quash labor radicalism, and to educate the public, especially immigrants,
in the values, history, and content of American democratic government at the
national and state levels.

The call for civic education even produced a new academic discipline
called “political science.”® Sentiments in the Nevada state legislature also
followed national trends. In a move which Professor Bolton would probably
have applauded, the 1923 Nevada legislature entertained and passed a bill
to require public schools and the public and private colleges of the state to
institute instruction in the United States and Nevada constitutions. Officially
entitled “An Act to require the teaching of the Constitutions of the United
States and of the State of Nevada in the public and private schools and
colleges of the state, and matters properly relating thereto,” the act passed
both houses of the legislature with only some absentee votes not registering
their approval. The law emphasized that instruction must be given “in the
essentials of the constitution of the United States and the State of Nevada,
including the origin and history of said constitution and the study of and
devotion to American institutions and ideals.”” Civic education at the
college level became compulsory along with the acknowledgement that
“history” was an integral part of the requirement. The historian Russell R.
Elliott remarked that, at the time, the passage of this legislation “did little to
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stimulate the study or the teaching of Nevada history in the schools” because
school curricula and school administrators failed to take advantage of the
educational possibilities of state history. Also, with barely five hundred
students at the University of Nevada, the attention to the subject did not
draw the attention of research and writing."°

Left to the state’s own devices, little occurred in the enterprise of Nevada
history even with educational laws requiring the teaching of civics and history
in the state. That picture changed in the 1930s. The Great Depression that
followed the 1929 stock market collapse brought Franklin D. Roosevelt's
presidency, the New Deal, and a host of economic relief and recovery
programs from the federal government. The Federal Writers’ Project, part of
the Work Projects Administration (WPA), infused federal funds into cultural
projects associated with history, arts, and letters. One program authorized
an inventory of county records that was later to be microfilmed. Another, The
American Guide Series, sought to develop travel guides for the various states to
promote tourism by automobile, but also often included extensive historical
discussions of places and events by knowledgeable local writers, scholars,
and educators. Jeanne Elizabeth Wier, the perennial director of the Nevada
State Historical Society and now head of the Department of History and
Political Science at the University of Nevada, sponsored and supervised the
Nevada undertaking: Nevada: A Guide to the Silver State, published by Binfords
& Mort, Portland, Oregon, in 1940. It featured work by multiple Nevada
researchers and writers, with Wier responsible for reading and correcting the
final manuscript. The state supervisor in the forward to the Writers” Project in
Nevada noted that Wier’s contributions “go far beyond actual reading of the
manuscript, in that many people who gave assistance to preparation of the
book were stimulated long ago to an interest in Nevada history by Dr. Wier.”!

In the same year as the publication of A Guide to The Silver State, Wier's
essay “The Mystery of Nevada” appeared in a collection of essays entitled
Rocky Mountain Politics (1940). She posed an array of questions about the
state, its history, limited resources, and possibilities for the future. Unlike
Anne Martin’s previous disparaging 1922 post-World War I essay in the Nation
magazine, Wier on the eve of a new world war expressed an admiring view
of what she called the “The Mystery of Nevada,” wherein she lauded the
political, educational, and even religious institutions of the state, or “the daily
habits of more stable and permanent population” that existed side by side
with the divorce and gambling elements. “This conservatism and stability,”
wrote Wier, “bracketed with a constant holiday spirit, constitutes what has
been called the “mystery of Nevada.”!?

Director Wier’s serious and reflective essay appeared following the
publication of Effie Mona Mack’s Nevada: A History of the State from the Earliest
Times through the Civil War (actually to 1878), published in 1936. Mack’s book
was the first scholarly attempt to survey early Nevada history. Mack held
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Effie Mona Mack at her desk. (Nevada Historical Society)

a Ph.D. in history from the University of California. She also cooperated
with Byrd Wall Sawyer in the 1940 publication of a junior high school text on
Nevada history entitled Our State: Nevada. While Mack pursued a career as an
English teacher at Reno High School, she published widely on Nevada history,
including Mark Twain’s Nevada (1947).

The connection of Mark Twain with Nevada did much to stimulate the
enterprise of Nevada history. Richard G. Lillard, an American literature
scholar whose interest in Twain drew him to Nevada history, produced the
insightful 1942 book Desert Challenge: An Interpretive History of Nevada. He
congratulated Nevada for finding reliable economic props in matrimony
(quick divorces and marriages), legalized gambling, and assorted tourism
to substitute for the shortcomings of its natural-resource economy. Almost
for the first time Lillard’s work sounded a congratulatory note to Nevada on
its recent economic choices, which were designed to encourage an inflow of
money to the state. While Wier’s previous essay was by no means critical
of the attempt to encourage a vice-related tourism, she could not resist an
apologetic defense by asserting that “these things are condoned by many as
a matter of economic expediency in lieu of more desirable ways of making
a living.” For several decades Lillard’s work remained the best widely read
study of Nevada until the scholarship of the late 1960s and 1970s."
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During the postwar period the enterprise of Nevada history followed the
fortunes of the state. In 1940 Nevada’s population passed the 100,000 mark,
giving the state almost one person per each of its 110,000 square miles and
also for the first time in the ten-year census cycle a balanced male/female
gender ratio. After 1945, the rising prosperity of postwar America and the
attractions of a tourist-entertainment economy (laced with the essential
amenity of legalized gambling), caused the Nevada economy and population
to grow by leaps and bounds. Now more public funds were available to spend
on schools, higher education, and cultural institutions—the Historical Society
and Nevada State Library and Archives, special collections in the libraries of
the universities, and even an oral history project for Nevada at the University
of Nevada, Reno, and later at the new University of Nevada, Las Vegas. Local
depositories stemmed the flow of Nevada documents out of state to Yale,
the Huntington Library in San Marino, and the Bancroft Library in Berkeley.
Historians of Nevada now had resources closer to home. The establishment
of the state’s second major university, in Las Vegas, indicated the exponential
growth of population and an important shift to the south away from Washoe
in the north. This meant that the future enterprise of Nevada history began
a focus on new topics and in places far to the south that often emphasized
the phenomenal growth of a spectacular and glitzy city, one that historians
of southern Nevada strove to portray as simply another sunbelt oasis city
with normal concerns of providing urban amenities such as infrastructure,
adequate water supplies, schools, and roads.™

Once the state with the smallest population, Nevada’s population between
1950 and 2010 saw an increase from 160,000 to 2,500,000, larger than several
other Rocky Mountain and Great Plains states. Nevada could no more be
referred to as “our pettiest state,” especially with its senior United States
senator, Harry Reid, as the Senate majority leader since 2007." In the 1960s
and 1970s state institutions grew in response to population growth, and state
budgets expanded to include aspects of the enterprise of Nevada history. The
University of Nevada Press found funding security when it was put under
the Chancellor’s Office in Nevada’s system of higher education. The two
universities, with oral history programs and a legislative mandate (still in
effect dating from 1923) to provide instruction in the Nevada and United States
constitutions, enrolled large classes in Nevada history. The Nevada Historical
Society sought a professional director as well as a professional librarian
and curators. Most important, it started regular publication of the Nevada
Historical Society Quarterly, a publication outlet for peer-reviewed articles and
discussions of Nevada history. An important survey of Nevada history, James
Hulse’s The Nevada Adventure, for junior high school and high school students,
appeared from the University of Nevada Press in 1964, and in 1973 Russell
R. Elliott launched the first complete college-level survey of Nevada history;
it was published in the University of Nebraska Press’s state history series. In
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this same year the University of Nevada Press published, under the editorship
of Walter Van Tilburg Clark, The Journals of Alfred Doten, 1849-1903 in three
volumes based upon the multiple Doten diaries deposited in the library at the
University of Nevada, Reno. The diaries related Doten’s experiences as an
argonaut in the gold fields of California, his arrival on the Comstock in 1863,
and his life in Nevada throughout the latter part of the nineteenth century
until his death, in 1903. Availing this rich primary source to a wider public
won the new University of Nevada Press well-deserved accolades.

Publication of The Journals of Alfred Doten and Elliott’s History of Nevadamade
1973 a banner year in the enterprise of Nevada history. These achievements
foreshadowed an avalanche of publications in the next decades on the many
phases and time periods of Nevada history. In his 1978 article on state history
Professor Elliott listed the following areas as demanding attention in Nevada
history: gambling, mining, agriculture, transportation, warehousing, banking,
and labor. These were largely economic concerns and twentieth century in
nature. Labor questions, however, reached back into the nineteenth century
with the place of labor and mining unions on the Comstock. Beyond these
subjects were social and cultural topics related to religion, education, the
arts, law enforcement and crime, ethnic and racial minorities, and especially
histories of Native Americans in the Great Basin. Gender history in terms of
women's history and gay and lesbian history also presented challenges to the
enterprise of Nevada history.!

In the more than thirty years since Professor Elliott made his summation
in the late 1970s, significant scholarship has poured from the presses both
academic and popular. Space does not permit a full listing, but mention of
recent trends and some major works draw attention in chronological and
topological categories. The early nineteenth-century “contact period” usually
begins the discussion with appropriate nods to the 1776 Dominguez-Escalante
Expedition into the Ute country of the eastern Great Basin and, in the same year,
Father Francisco Garcés’s travels into the Southern Paiute country near what
some believe to be current-day Las Vegas. Sometimes a more comprehensive
approach dictates a view of pre-history both for the human population and
the formation of the challenging landscape; that landscape marks what one
author, John McPhee, notes as the basin-and-range province of the Great Basin
in his 1982 work, Basin and Range. Other sources also comment on the aridity
and desiccation that has proceeded apace in the Great Basin since the last ice
age that left behind remnant land-locked pluvial lakes or ancient lakes such as
Lake Lahontan in the west and Bonneville in the eastern Great Basin."”

The human population that lived along the shores of these lakes is more
properly the province of anthropology, but the history of native peoples can be
addressed in the early contact period when explorers from the east, the north,
and to a lesser extent the south came to the Great Basin. Peter Skene Ogden
from the north with the Hudson Bay Company, and the American fur traders,
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Jedediah Smith and Joseph Walker, from the Rocky Mountains to the east,
followed by the U.S. Army Topographical Corps explorer John C. Frémont
in the 1840s all figure in the contact period. New investigations, especially
the work of John Phillip Reid on the Snake River Expeditions of Peter Skene
Ogden in the 1820s supplement the earlier work of Gloria Griffen Cline
entitled, Exploring the Great Basin (1963). Cline based much of her research on
the records of the Hudson Bay Company as did Reid in his Contested Empire:
Peter Skene Ogden and the Snake River Expeditions (2002). The extensive journals
of Frémont documenting his explorations in the Great Basin received updated
annotated treatment by Donald Jackson and Mary Lee Spence in their multi-
volume The Expeditions of John Charles Frémont (1970-1984). Anne F. Hyde’s
Frémont’s First Impressions (2012) add new cultural and landscape perceptions
to his travels throughout the Great Basin. A most recent contribution to the
predicament of Great Basin Indians in the context of colonial expansion,
especially from the Spanish settlements in the southwest (Santa Fe), is by
Ned Blackhawk in his Violence over the Land: Indians and Empires in the Early
American West (2006).

There is extensive literature of the trails across the Great Basin and the trials
of crossing the Sierra. John Mack Faragher’s Women and Men on the Overland
Trail (1979) gives significant insight into trail travel for families. Will Bagley
writes on a topic directly connected to early travel across the Great Basin in
his With Golden Visions Bright before Them: Trails to the Mining West, 1849-1852
(2012). The now widely available and ever-readable Sarah Royce’s account
of the journey to California during the California Gold Rush, A Frontier Lady:
Recollections of the Gold Rush and Early California (1932), offers accounts of the
trails across, as do the early works by George R. Stewart on the California trails
and his popular Ordeal by Hunger: The Story of the Donner Party (1960). Joseph
King has attempted to offer a revisionist treatment of the Donner party’s trials
in Winter of Entrapment: A New Look at the Donner Party (1994). Ric Burns’s 1992
“American Experience” PBS documentary film on the Donner party offers a
haunting but in the end triumphal portrayal of the Donner party’s horrendous
ordeal. Other, more recent, treatments include Ethan Rarick, Desperate Passage:
The Donner Party’s Perilous Journey West (2008), and Frank Mullen, The Donner
Party: A Day-by-Day Account of a Doomed Wagon Train, 1846-1847 (1997). Of
some good interest to local historians is Harold Curran’s Fearful Crossing:
The Central Overland Trail through Nevada (1982), and for those with curiosity
about rocks and strata is Keith Heyer Meldahl’s Rough-hewn Land: A Geological
Journey from California to the Rocky Mountains (2011).

The topic of trails across the basin can also be interwoven with the arrival
of the Mormon settlement in the Salt Lake Valley from 1847 onward into the
late 1850s, when in 1857 the Mormon War brought back to Salt Lake City the
Mormons from outlying settlements to the west to defend against an invading
force of federal troops. This move involved evacuation of the settlements in
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Washoe Valley first brought there by Orson Hyde, and in the same year the
outpost called the Las Vegas Mission collapsed. An often-noted legacy in
the literature of the Mormon exit is the “Curse of Orson Hyde,” which was
directed at the people of Carson and Washoe valleys for his lost property, as
noted in Thompson and West’s History of Nevada (1881)."8 All of these events
have produced sagas involving trail routes, the most prominent being the
development of what will be known as Highway 50, the loneliest road in the
world (pioneered by Mormon settlers); the Egan Trail, which was surveyed or
commented on in the George Simpson Wagon Road Survey, merited an online
“Vignette” from the U.S. Army Corps of Engineer’s Historical Office in 2004.
Leonard Arrington’s work in Mormon history especially offers background in
The Mormon Experience: A History of the Latter-day Saints (1979) and in his small
booklet, The Mormons in Nevada (1979).

The Mormon War in 1857 and the influx of California miners in the Rush to
Washoe following discovery of the Comstock Lode in 1859 removed a Mormon
presence in early Nevada. The most recent treatment of the Mormon War is by
the writer and historian C. L. Gammon: The Great Mormon War of 1857 and 1858
(2013). The Comstock, it can be said, created the enterprise of Nevada history
with Dan De Quille’s classic History of the Big Bonanza: An Authentic Account of
the Discovery, History, and Working of the World Renowned Comstock Silver Lode of
Nevada. It appeared in 1876, one year before the Comstock started to fall into
decline. Another contemporary work and official United States government
study is Eliot Lord’s Comstock Mining and Mines: The Comprehensive History of
Virginia City’s Mining Industry (1883). It offers a rich source of statistical data
on the mines and miners. A myriad of works and studies have appeared since,
with the most recent efforts surrounding Ron James’s work, The Roar and the
Silence (1998), that considers the Comstock in the light of the popularity of
Westerns in American TV media such as the program series “Bonanza.” The
Comstock’s impact upon the West and the Pacific Coast made Nevada one of
the earliest states of the Far West when it became, in 1864, the third state in
the region, after California and Oregon. While many works have appeared on
the various figures of Comstock history, some of the more recent are Michael
J. Makley, The Infamous King of the Comstock: William Sharon and the Gilded Age
in the West (2006), and his John Mackay: Silver King in the Gilded Age (2009).
And there is always insightful and readable David Lavender’s Nothing Seemed
Impossible: William C. Ralston and Early San Francisco (1975).

A venerable work on western mining that includes an excellent treatment
of Comstock mining and ore processing is Rodman Paul’s Mining Frontiers of
the Far West, 1849-1880 (1963), also of note is Richard E. Lingenfelter’s Hardrock
Miners: A History of the Mining Labor Movement in the American West (1974). A
new analysis of the miner on the Comstock—one linking the risk to affirmations
of masculinity in the dangerous beginning days of underground industrialized
mining—has appeared from Gunther Peck. His 1993 article in the summer issue
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of the Journal of Social History is titled “Manly Gambles: The Politics of Risk on
the Comstock Lode.” Other, more recent, sophisticated and specialized works
on metal mining have appeared from Kent A. Curtis, Gambling on Ore: The Nature
of Metal Mining in the United States, 1860-1910 (2013), and Eric C. Nystrom, Seeing
Underground: Maps, Models, and Mining Engineering in America (2014). Gordon
Morris Bakken addresses a still prevalent issue in mining politics in The Mining
Law of 1872: Past, Politics, and Prospects (2008).%

David Johnson produced an important study of the three early states of
the Far West and their constitutions in Founding the Far West: California, Oregon,
and Nevada, 1840-1890 (1992). After the Comstock’s fall into borrasca after
1880, there followed twenty years of depression and decline in Nevada. It
became a “rotten borough,” a term often used by the popular press to describe
Nevada’s situation as a geographical place with little population but with
the same political representation in the national government in Washington,
D.C., as more normal and populous states. The term “pocket borough,” too,
was often applied because so many of the prominent United States senators
from Nevada were in the pocket of California interests. The career of William
M. Stewart well illustrates this occurrence, which Russell R. Elliott explored
in Servant of Power: A Political Biography of William M. Stewart (1983). Range
scientist James A. Young made an important contribution to Great Basin
ecological history with his study of the livestock industry, its origins and
plight in this period and on into the twentieth century. Written in cooperation
with B. Abbot Sparks, the book, Cattle in the Cold Desert, appeared in 1984 from
Utah State University Press and was republished in a revised edition by the
University of Nevada Press in 2002. Edna Patterson, et.al. Nevada’s Northeast
Frontier (1969) also dealt with range issues in the “Great East” of Nevada. Mary
Ellen Glass’s Silver and Politics in Nevada: 1892-1902 mainly concentrates on the
rise of the Silver Party in Nevada during the 1890s, but offers limited analysis
of the role silver played in the late nineteenth-century money question. For an
understanding of the money question in the late nineteenth century and how
the issue of silver money fit into this question, broader national surveys of the
subject are required. A book that seizes upon the notorious “rotten borough”
term characterizing much of Nevada’s history is Gilman Ostrander’s work,
Nevada: Great Rotten Borough, 1859-1964 (1966). It paints Nevada as a plutocracy
in the late nineteenth century, especially in terms of the men it sends to the
United States Senate. In the process, the book makes an abrupt transition to
the twentieth century, where it offers an unflattering portrayal of the career of
Senator Patrick McCarran. It generally concludes that Nevada has made a less
than stellar contribution to national life and has generally lacked the natural
and human resources to be a creditable and / or legitimate state, thereby justly
earning it the moniker “rotten borough.”

While Ostrander’s oddly organized book considered nineteenth-century
Nevada, it largely ignored Nevada's early twentieth-century Progressive
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Era and the environment that produced a community of people with a
new-found sense of social purpose and reform. It quickly passed on to mid-
twentieth-century concerns about the Communist Red Scare that followed
World War II, a movement that attracted the attention and demagoguery of
Nevada’s United States Senator Patrick McCarran. The omission failed to note
of the rising fortunes of Nevada as it met the twentieth century, its reform
mindedness, and the new interest in its history. Jeanne Wier, of course, found
her career purpose in this era promoting the various causes of Nevada history.
Later, native Nevadan Russell R. Elliott, who grew up in White Pine County
amongst the new copper-mining and smelting industry in McGill, Ruth,
and Ely, drew attention to the revived fortunes of the state in his Nevada’s
Twentieth-Century Mining Boom: Tonopah, Goldfield, Ely (1966). Elliott’s not-
widely known emeritus publication, Growing up in a Company Town (1990),
was a stride toward new emphasis on social history as he wrote of his family’s
experiences in the White Pine County town of McGill. Encyclopedic notations
on Nevada mining districts appeared in 1923 with the publication of Mining
Districts and Mineral Resources of Nevada by Francis Church Lincoln.

Much new scholarship on the figures of early twentieth-century Nevada
have also appeared. Loren B. Chan studied one of Nevada’s Progressive Era
governors in Sagebrush Statesman: Tasker L. Oddie of Nevada (1973), while William
A.Douglass and Robert A. Nylen brought to publication a rich primary source
in Letters from the Nevada Frontier: Correspondence of Tasker L. Oddie, 1898-1902
(1992). C. Elizabeth Raymond made a study of a major early twentieth-century
figure in her George Wingfield: Owner and Operator of Nevada (1992). Sally Zanjani
and Guy Rocha offered insights into the labor wars in Goldfield in their Ignoble
Conspiracy, (1986). Zanjani made a further contribution to Goldfield history
in her Goldfield: The Last Gold Rush on the Western Frontier, (1992). In 1996
William D. Rowley completed a study of Nevada’s most prominent national
Progressive figure with the publication of Reclaiming the Arid West: The Career
of Francis G. Newlands. An early publication of the Nevada Historical Society
about this era that should not be ignored is Romanzo Adams’s Taxation in
Nevada (1918). A thorough study of Anne Martin appeared in 1985; written
by Anne Bail Howard, a University of Nevada, Reno, English professor, it is
entitled The Long Campaign: A Biography of Anne Martin.

While World War I and the subsequent 1920s decade are important
years in Nevada, they have not drawn the attention in terms of book-length
monographs that the convergence of national Progressivism and Nevada’s
twentieth-century mining boom did for the period from 1900-1920. Article-
length commentaries on the flu epidemic of 1918-19 and the impact of a post
World War I Red Scare in the wake of the “Red” Russian Revolution with the
onset of an ultra-nationalist reaction in various states have appeared. The ultra-
nationalism of the period has been referred to as a “Narrow Nationalism” that
gripped the nation and states. It included a reaction against involvement in the
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European war, a rejection of the Treaty of Versailles and the League of Nations;
there was an atmosphere that fostered anti-immigrant sentiments, attacks
on labor organizations, promotion of Americanization education to imbue
patriotism, and even the re-emergence of the Ku Klux Klan into western states,
with Nevada being no exception. Events in Nevada reflected all of these, but at
the same time Reno’s “clandestine economy” started to thrive in the midst of
national prohibition by permitting speakeasy drinking, gambling operations,
and access to rapid divorces. Of course, Reno’s boisterous and permissive
Mayor E. E. Roberts will be a personality that draws attention in this period, as
do the regrets of Anne Martin about the state’s inability to maintain the spirit
of Progressivism and reform of which she had been so much a part. Rowley’s
Reno: Hub of the Washoe Country (1984) and Alicia Barber’s important study,
Reno’s Big Gamble: Image and Reputation in the Biggest Little City (2008), deal
with these themes, as do articles in the Nevada Historical Society Quarterly and
Halcyon, a publication of Nevada Humanities (1979-95).%!

Moving to a focus on the New Deal and Great Depression in Nevada,
Jerome E. Edwards’s study Pat McCarran: Political Boss of Nevada appeared in
1982 and, with the subject most recently expanded upon, in Michael Ybarra’s
Washington Gone Crazy: Senator Pat McCarran and the Great American Communist
Hunt, in 2004. On Nevada’s longtime United States Senator Key Pittman
(1913 to 1940) of this era, the foundational work of Fred Israel, Nevada’s Key
Pittman (1963) is available. In addition, there is a later study by the political
scientist Betty Glad, Key Pittman: The Tragedy of a Senate Insider (1986), which
also includes discussions of Pittman’s spouse, Mimosa. Of interest, too, is the
recent publication of a study of the New Deal’s Civilian Conservation Corps
by Renée Corona Kolvet and Victoria Ford, The Civilian Conservation Corps in
Nevada: From Boys to Men (2006). Since the 1930s was the decade when Nevada
reopened legalized gambling and approved the six-week divorce, as well as
adopting “One Sound State” policies to attract investment in the state, it is
appropriate to note again Barber’s work about Reno recreating itself in Reno’s
Big Gamble. Mention should also be made of the republication in 1991 by the
University of Nevada Press of The WPA Guide to 1930s Nevada, first published
in 1940. These works introduce a social dimension into state history that
reaches beyond political figures, especially with the building of Hoover Dam
in the 1930s—an event that brings social issues to the fore with the coming of
a large industrial labor force to southern Nevada.

World War II and the immediate postwar period saw a takeoff of the
Nevada economy, and the changes in the state’s society and government were
widely noted in the literature. Most recent is Joanne Goodwin’s Women at Work
in Las Vegas, 1940-1990 (2014), which features the theme of women entering
the work force in Nevada’s then-burgeoning wartime economy. Gambling
in Las Vegas offered an avenue to spend money for entertainment at a time
when the war had closed other outlets for consumer spending on household
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items and automobiles. Nevada assumed prominence in the war effort when
the expansion of military bases occurred, especially Army Air Force training
bases. Preparations and/or training of the B-29 pilots took place at the Army
Air Force base in Wendover, Nevada, where the crew for the Enola Gay trained
before its mission to deliver the first atomic bomb to Hiroshima. Combat
Zoning: Military Land-Use Planning in Nevada, by David Loomis, addresses
the large areas held by the military in Nevada, especially since World War
II. The production of magnesium in southern Nevada at Henderson by Basic
Magnesium for airplane construction and fire bomb material also has drawn
the attention of historians, along with an examination of the migration of
African Americans from the South to that facility. All form an aspect of the
new history enterprises centering on the rise of Las Vegas in Nevada history.
Since 1929, with the establishment of the Hawthorne Naval Ammunition
Depot and also the naval airbase at Fallon during World War II, the military
has assumed an increasing presence in Nevada. In 1950 the importance
increased spectacularly when the Defense Department decided upon Nevada
as the site for nuclear testing in the Cold War. These subjects, including
military lands in Nevada, have drawn the interest of historians, as have works
on the “Down Winders,” who suffered from the effects of radioactive fallout
from the nuclear tests. The literature on this subject is fairly extensive because
it involved atmospheric testing in the 1950s, with ensuing environmental
consequences. At the time, however, Las Vegas tried to make the nuclear-
bomb testing into a party event; Dina Titus’s book, Bombs in the Backyard:
Atomic Testing and American Politics (1986), portrays a campaign in the city
to turn the flashes of brightness in the skies north of Las Vegas into tourist
attractions. The 1956 presidential campaign made it a national issue when
the Democratic Party nominated Adlai Stevenson for his second presidential
bid. Along with his vice-presidential running mate, Estes Kefauver, he took a
stand against atmospheric testing (prohibited by international treaty in 1963)
in Nevada. The congressionally authorized Nevada Test Site Museum in Las
Vegas opened in 2005 and addresses some of these issues, while lauding the
work and detonations at the test site as necessary for the winning of the Cold
War. The Oral History Office on the campus of the University of Nevada,
Las Vegas, has committed resources to developing the Nevada Test Site Oral
History Project to interview test site workers and their experiences.
Tennessee Senator Estes Kefauver’s name was already widely known
in Nevada before his nomination for the vice-presidency on the Democratic
ticket. Beginning in 1950 he appeared in Nevada as head of the Senate Select
Committee on Crime to investigate underworld ties to Las Vegas gambling.
Many Nevadans accused Kefauver of using the investigations to gain publicity
for his campaign for the Democratic presidential nomination, and indeed the
committee’s hearings in Las Vegas were widely publicized in the newsreels
of the time, serving as exposés of Nevada’s open and legal gambling’s ties to
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the nation’s crime syndicates. These investigations and subsequent hearings
in Nevada of the Senate committee raised the specter of federal regulation
of Nevada gambling, if not its prohibition, through confiscatory taxation
measures from Congress. In reaction, the state made haste to establish its own
regulatory agencies to head off any federal actions to deal with the presence of
the underworld in Nevada. The Mob Museum in Las Vegas, opened in 2012,
offers a version of these events in Nevada history. Gaming regulatory studies
have arisen around these events, as well as histories in the 1950s that note the
rise of Nevada's State Gaming Regulatory Board and the later establishment of
the Gaming Commission.? One of the early works to confront the events of the
1950s was Mary Ellen Glass’s Nevada’s Turbulent ‘50s: Decade of Political, Economic
Change (1981). Glass’s many activities in the enterprise of Nevada history first
began in earnest with her founding of the Nevada Oral History Project in 1964
at the University of Nevada, Reno. Its subsequent direction has been under
Tom King, with its digitization under Alicia Barber and storage in the Special
Collections Department of the Mathewson-IGT Knowledge Center (MIKC).
The digitization enables computer searches of all the collected oral histories,
making this compendium a valuable and easily used research depository.

In 1984, when Tom King took over from Mary Ellen Glass as director
of the Oral History Project at the University of Nevada, Reno, he turned to
developing oral histories into book form instead of the typescript question-
and-answer format that characterized the earlier style. His efforts explored
aspects of Nevada’s entrepreneurial figures and especially those relating to
gaming and, of course, political figures, e.g., Hang Tough! Grant Sawyer: An
Activist in the Governor’s Mansion (1993). In the field of university history and
reform efforts in the state associated with the civil rights movement, King's
production of Professor Elmer Rusco’s oral history Not Like a River: The Memoir
of an Activist Academic (2004) is particularly instructive. Russo was a professor
at the University of Nevada, Reno. King’s work took him into the field of
video productions that featured Native American communities and life ways
in Nevada that had previously been absent from the oral history projects.
These efforts included videos that can be utilized nicely in classrooms: People
of the Marsh (1993); Rabbit Boss (1995); and Red Mountain Dwellers (2006),
about the Duckwater Reservation. Continuing with the interest in Native
Americans of the Great Basin, the University of Nevada Press by the late
twentieth century brought to a wider audience Sarah Winnemucca’s Life
among the Piutes when it issued a paperback reprint in 1983. Sally Zanjani
furthered scholarship with her Sarah Winnemucca (2001) in the University of
Nebraska Press’s “American Indian Lives Series,” as has Michael Hittman’s
Great Basin Indians: An Encyclopedic History from the University of Nevada
Press (2013). Recent historians have shown particular interest in the ghost
dance originating in Nevada and its relation to the 1890 massacre of Sioux
Indian people at Wounded Knee in South Dakota. In this connection, the life
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of Wovoka (or Jack Wilson) emerges as an important subject certainly in the
following works: Wovoka and the Ghost Dance (1990, 1997) by Michael Hittman,
and Gregory Smoak’s Ghost Dances and Identity: Prophetic Religion and American
Indian Ethnogenesis in the Nineteenth Century (2006). The foundational work for
the subject, of course, was James A. Mooney’s The Ghost-Dance Religion and the
Sioux Outbreak of 1890, published by the U.S. Bureau of American Ethnology in
1896. Others, including Paul Bailey’s Wovoka: The Indian Messiah (1957), over the
years have leaned heavily on this original ethnological investigation and report.

The last quarter of the twentieth century (and on into the twenty-first
century) has brought forth a myriad of studies on diverse topics that the
growing and ever more diverse society of Nevada has found relevant to its
present development and future direction. Heightened interest in gender
questions, especially women’s history, racial-ethnic questions, and the
economic and social overhead cost of a gaming society upon which Nevada
seemed to have a monopoly. Thoughtful essays began to appear on what many
were regarding as the Nevada phenomenon or success story in the desert. One
of those figures who tried to make some sort of sense and lend perspective
to Nevada history at this point was Wilbur S. Shepperson, with his edited
collection of essays, East of Eden, West of Zion (1988), and his last work, Mirage-
Land: Images of Nevada (1992). Dealing with the physical and early setting of
the Great Basin are McPhee’s much-cited Basin and Range and the works of
the cultural historical geographer Richard V. Francaviglia, most notably his
Mapping and Imagination in the Great Basin: A Cartographic History (2005) and Go
East Young Man: Imagining the American West as the Orient (2011). In the latter,
he makes much of John C. Frémont’s remarks in his 1845 journals about the
Great Basin being un-American and Asiatic in its landscape. David Thomson,
a prolific author and writer outside the halls academia, in 1999 contributed a
fast-moving and eminently readable survey of all things Nevada with his In
Nevada: The Land, the People, God, and Chance. The book consists of chapters
or vignettes considering subjects from “Spirit Cave Man” to “Pugilism” and
many others in the state’s history. In reference to pugilism, those interested in
boxing as sport have recently welcomed Richard O. Davies’s The Main Event:
Boxing in Nevada: From the Mining Camps to the Las Vegas Strip (2014).

More foundational works that appeal to the popular interest in local
history continue to attract interest: Stanley Paher’s multiple works, especially
his Nevada Ghost Towns and Mining Camps, originally published in 1970, has
had successive editions. There is also Helen S. Carlson, Nevada Place Names:
A Geographical Dictionary (1974), and David R. Myrick, Railroads of Nevada
and Eastern California, originally published in two volumes (1962-1963) and
revised and republished by the University of Nevada Press in three volumes
(1993-2007). Also, the Laxalt name has become a part of northern Nevada’s
literary culture reflecting the particular contributions of Basque immigrants
to that culture with the works of Robert Laxalt, especially his Sweet Promised
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Land (1957). In the political realm, his brother Paul Laxalt has yet to see a
serious academic history of his career in the state. His support of corporate
gaming ushered out-of-state corporations into the Nevada gambling business
by the 1970s, and he was a United States senator from Nevada (1974-87) and
a close association and confidant of President Ronald Reagan. By contrast,
the Democratic senator Alan Bible, who preceded Laxalt and was heir to the
McCarran legacy in Nevada politics, is the subject of an insightful biography
by Gary E. Elliott, Senator Alan Bible and the Politics of the New West (1994).

Beyond the politics of late-twentieth-century Nevada, ethnicity, race, and
women’s history have commanded interest. The Women'’s History Project,
largely founded through efforts of former assembly woman Jean Ford and
based in northern Nevada, has been a force for preserving materials related to
Nevada’s women'’s history and encouraging publications in the field. In this
respect, Comstock Women: The Making of a Mining Community (1998), edited by
Ronald M. James and C. Elizabeth Raymond, made a significant contribution
to the understanding of the role of women in early Nevada's mining
communities. In terms of ethnic and racial histories, Wilbur S. Shepperson’s
Restless Strangers (1966) laid a foundation for exemplary works to follow: John
P.Marschall’s Jews: A History in Nevada (2008), and William A. Douglass and Jon
Bilbao’s Amerikanuak: Basques in the New World (1975, 2005), which dealt with
the Basque heritage in the Americas as well as in Nevada. The recent arrival
of a large Hispanic population in Nevada awaits treatment from enterprising
historians, as well as social and political observers. Elmer Rusco’s pioneering
effort in black history in Nevada is evidenced with his “Good Time Coming?":
Black Nevadans in the Nineteenth Century (1975). Rusco’s name cannot be ignored
in any study of minority groups in Nevada, including Native Americans and
the Chinese. Sue Fawn Chung, a longtime student of the Chinese in Nevada,
has recently offered In Pursuit of Gold: Chinese Americans in the American West
(2014), based in part on her enterprising ventures into Nevada history.

Of course, the most remarkable development in late-twentieth-century
Nevada history comes with the rise of Las Vegas. As the center of Nevada’s
population by the late twentieth century, its economy thrived on commercial
gaming, entertainment spectacles, and enormous resort-like hotels offering
spas, golf, and other recreational facilities. The city drew tourists from
throughout the nation and the world to a desert metropolis rivaling Phoenix,
Arizona, and other desert-oasis cities in the American southwest. The word
oasis implies that there is water in place to service these new urban giants,
but their growth inevitably demanded water from distant places presenting
fundamental environmental issues about their sustainability. Las Vegas is
a prime example. Once upon a time western water planners thought the
enormous water resources of Lake Mead behind Hoover Dam on the Colorado
River held the enduring answer to southern Nevada’s water needs.”® Of
recent years, however, prolonged drought lowering the lake and Las Vegas's
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persistent growth have forced the city to look to what its Southern Nevada
Water Authority calls “ancient water” in the interior of the Great Basin,
hundreds of miles north of the city in the arid basin-and-range topography of
Nevada. Environmental limitations have long been a constant topic in Nevada
history. James C. Hulse’s most recent excursion into the enterprise of Nevada
history critically examines water topics, mining wastes, and the nuclear test
site, and portrays Las Vegas as an environmental contradiction in the desert
in his brief book, Nevada’s Environmental Legacy: Progress or Plunder (2009). It
is a far cry, however, from his previous effort, Forty Years in the Wilderness:
Impressions of Nevada, 1940-1980 (1986), a jeremiad reciting Nevada’s social,
economic, and political disappointments. Hulse’s The Silver State: Nevada’s
Heritage Reinterpreted (1991) and his Oases of Culture: A History of Public and
Academic Libraries in Nevada (2003) mark him as one of the most productive
scholars in the enterprise of Nevada history.

The wonderment of Las Vegas’s allure and success with commercial
gaming makes it an urban phenomenon in the center of a vast desert. As such,
it presents a topic unto itself in the enterprise of Nevada history that cannot
begin to be addressed to any good extent by the present endeavor. Suffice it to
say here that Eugene P. Moehring presented a foundational work on the city
with his Resort City in the Sunbelt: Las Vegas (1989, revised edition 2000) and
his most recent comparative work, Reno, Las Vegas, and the Strip: A Tale of Three
Cities (2014). His Nevada Historical Society Quarterly articles, “Nevada History:
A Research Agenda” in the spring of 1989 and “Las Vegas History: A Research
Agenda” in the winter of 2004, offer excellent guides to the extant literature and
possible questions for the future. He has largely begun the historiography of
modern Las Vegas and, in 2005, figured prominently in marking its centennial
with a popular work, Las Vegas: A Centennial History. Nevada history plays
prominently in his scholarly work on western urban history, Urbanism and
Empire in the Far West, 1840-1890 (2004). A diverse two-volume work must
also be mentioned concerning the ethnic and social history of Las Vegas: The
Peoples of Las Vegas: One City, Many Faces (2005) and More Peoples of Las Vegas:
One City, Many Faces (2010), both jointly edited by Jerry L. Simich and Thomas
C. Wright. Michael Green joins Moehring and others in his contributions to
Las Vegas history and the Nevada history enterprise. Green's research and
writing reaches beyond Las Vegas with his 2015 publication of a new textbook,
Nevada: A History of the Silver State (2015). It will succeed Russell Elliott’s
earlier text survey work that saw publication in 1973 and a revised edition in
1987. In terms of a broad sampling of writing on Nevada, Cheryll Glotfelty in
2008 presented a huge edited volume of more than 800 pages entitled Literary
Nevada: Writings from the Silver State.

In the economic growth years of the 1990s there was much talk of Nevada
finally becoming a “normal state” with little need for historical apologies
about its rotten-borough past or jeremiads about its vice-based single-
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industry tourist economy. Political scientist Richard Lewis Siegel’s long essay,
“Nevada among the States: Converging Public Policies,” in the fall 2000 issue
of the Nevada Historical Society Quarterly, somewhat boastfully delivered this
message. He wrote that Nevada was becoming “more typical or normal in
terms of governmental programs” when compared nationally to other states.
No more was it “the ugly duckling ... the weakling in the family of states,”
as Anne Martin described Nevada in 1922. % Professor Siegel did offer the
caveat that the standards of “typical or normal” did not mean that the state
had reached an admirable optimum in its social and educational services, but
that it was no more the penurious outlier in terms of governmental programs
and infrastructure to deliver them.

In the first decade of the new century, however, the bottom fell out of
the Nevada economy, with a consequent cutback in public services. Nevada's
becoming a normal state, so lauded by observers, was put on hold. In the
Great Recession beginning in 2007-08 the old cycle of bust after the boom
once more reared its head in Nevada destroying the myth that the Nevada
gaming economy was recession proof. Along with the recession that brought
depression levels of unemployment to the state, the Governor who took
the reins of state government in Carson City was determined to slash state
services that included state-supported cultural institutions, i.e., museums and
historical societies, as well as educational entities at all levels.

Another assault on the Nevada gaming economy, especially in northern
Nevada, came with the building of huge Indian casinos on reservation
lands in California, authorized under the Indian Gaming Regulatory Act
from the United States Congress in 1988. Various works have dealt with the
developments of Indian gaming including Steven and Kathryn R. L. Rand’s
Indian Gaming and Tribal Sovereignty: The Casino Compromise (2005), but there
has been nothing dealing comprehensively with its impact on Nevada. Yet, by
2012, Nevada, like the rest of the nation, moved into recovery mode as Tesla,
the maker of innovative electric cars, announced the building of a five-billion-
dollar battery factory in northern Nevada. Also, the Las Vegas gaming figures
recovered, and most important, gas prices sank to recent record lows in 2015,
boding well for tourist seasons in Nevada. Nevada’s Governor Brian Sandoval
in his January 15, 2015 “State-of-the-State” address to the Nevada Legislature,
called for the building of a “New Nevada” in the twenty-first century.” To say
the least, the ever-changing landscape of Nevada’s quest to sustain itself in
an arid basin-and-range environment presents no scarcity of subjects for new
generations to engage in the enterprise of Nevada history.
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Mining and Nevada
An Entwined History

Eric C. NYsTROM AND RONALD M. JAMES

After traveling to the region in the late 1850s, Horace Greeley asked a
rhetorical question about the western Great Basin, “who would stay in such a
region one moment longer than he must?... IthoughtIhad seen barrenness...
but I was green.... Here, on the Humboldt, famine sits enthroned, and waves
his scepter over a dominion expressly made for him.... There can never be
any considerable settlement.”! For Greeley, (commonly remembered for the
famed phrase “Go West, young man”) as for so many early observers of what
would become Nevada, the only thing that seemed to recommend the expanse
of the Great American Desert was its potential for minerals. And the region
was forthcoming on that score, demonstrating a potential for mining that far
exceeded even the most optimistic predictions.

Ronald James retired as the Nevada State Historic Preservation Officer following
thirty years of service, after which he helped found the Comstock Foundation for
History and Culture. His dozen books and three dozen articles have dealt with
history, folklore, archaeology, and architectural history, on subjects ranging from
Europe to mining in American Far West. James is currently affiliated with the
Anthropology Department at the Iowa State University.

Eric C. Nystrom is assistant professor of history in the Interdisciplinary Humanities
and Communication department at Arizona State University. Prior to joining ASU, he
was associate professor of history at the Rochester Institute of Technology in upstate
New York. His book, Seeing Underground: Maps, Models, and Mining Engineering in
America was published in 2014 by the University of Nevada Press, and won the
Mining History Association’s Clark C. Spence Award for best book in mining history.
Nystrom is a native of the Carson Valley.
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Of course, Native American exploitation of resources included what the earth
could yield. Finding rock that could be chipped into tools was an obvious goal,
but even things as basic as retrieving salt was another obvious example of pre-
contact mining. One remarkable example of a coveted resource was the Tosawihi
“Shoshone white knife,” quartz, the beauty of which made it a valued trade item
throughout the region.? The fact that the white quartz often included inclusions of
gold heightened its attractiveness and consequently its value, and the quartz has
subsequently attracted attention more recently with mining companies.

The first hint that the mineral resources of the western Great Basin might be
valuable to Euro-Americans came in 1849 when a gold nugget was discovered by
a prospector heading for California’s gold region. He found the specimen in the
soon-to-be-named Gold Canyon of the Comstock Lode, an area that supported
placer miners working sand bars for gold during the following decade. Major
gold strikes of underground ore bodies in 1859 attracted hundreds of fortune
seekers, but when it became clear that silver, in even larger quantities, was
available in the emerging mining district, thousands arrived. The area would
gain international fame as the Comstock Lode, and Virginia City, its principal
city, earned a reputation for wealth and sophistication.

With mining came settlement in a region that was stingy with other
means of support. And with settlement, government followed, first as local
communities incorporated into cities, and then as the region with roughly
six thousand residents achieved territorial status in 1861. With one of his last
official signatures, President James Buchanan thus created Nevada.® Three
years later, as the population grew to several tens of thousands, many thought
that statehood was warranted, and all of this was possible thanks to mining.

Mining remained the bedrock of the state’s economy during the 1860s and
1870s. Agriculture and commerce played supporting roles, but mineral wealth
was key. In an ironic statement that illustrated how difficult it was to imagine
the role Nevada would assume a century later, the state’s first governor, Henry
Blasdel, spoke of gambling as an “intolerable and inexcusable vice”...and he
did everything he could to keep it from being part of the economy and fabric
of the emerging society. A firm believer in mining and a follower of a strict
moral code grounded in his Methodism, Blasdel hoped to point Nevada in
what he perceived to be the wholesome direction of industry rather than the
inherent vice of gambling.* From his point of view, it would probably have
been difficult to imagine that the state would ever rely on anything besides its
rich geological resources for its support.

The relationship of mining and Nevada can be understood by considering
the industry through several distinct lenses. It is, first of all, appropriate to
mention that the abundance of Nevada’s mineral resources resulted—and
continues to result—in a robust amount of wealth being drawn from the
ground. During the first twenty years, Virginia City and Gold Hill led the
way with roughly $320 million in gold and silver, but there were many other
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mining districts, and dozens yielded their own substantial bonanzas, though
none as large or long-lasting as the great Comstock Lode.” Together, the
yield would be counted in the tens of billions of dollars in today’s values.
And mining continued to be an important, if at times diminished, part of the
Nevada economy throughout all of the state’s hundred and fifty years.® While
mining was critical, miners and their supporters also contributed greatly to
the nature of the industry and to the history and character of the state.

Mining is a curious combination of human activity and natural conditions.
There must be mineral in the ground to have a mine (a legitimate mine at
any rate), but simply having mineralization is only the first basic step in
making a mine, as Nevada proved during a hundred and fifty years to
thousands of would-be mining tycoons. Law, technology, transportation,
and market demand each mattered as much as—and perhaps even more
than—the elements in the ground in creating a successful mine. It was easy
for Nevadans to see the hand of an alternating generous or fickle Nature as
something to praise or blame for a mine’s success or failure, but the human
context mattered too. A mineral-rich strike might not make a successful mine
because of problems with transportation costs, lawsuits over ownership, ore
chemistry too complex to mill at a profit, or a host of other reasons. For more
than a hundred and fifty years, the mining industry and its supporters worked
to manipulate these human factors in order to succeed, but have typically had
little compunction about moving on when success was fleeting or evaded their
grasp entirely.

It must also be remembered that mining is an extractive industry that
deals with a non-renewable resource. Careful technique, new technology,
and shifting demand might prolong a mine’s productive life, but no amount
of good stewardship—as can be practiced by farmers or in the harvesting of
timber—can perpetuate the material in the ground. One can only extract and
process ore where it is found, and when it is depleted, only newly discovered
deposits will sustain a mining operation. And if no new deposits can be found,
the result is a collapse in the economy of a community that relies exclusively
on mining. Looking beyond present opportunities to find and stake new mines
is therefore an essential part of the life cycle of mining.

Because the discovery of precious metals is newsworthy, often striking
a romantic chord in the hearts of those who seek wealth, the big strikes that
occurred in Nevada’s history inspired waves of newcomers. This has affected
the character of the state; during most of its history, large percentages of its
population were born somewhere else, and often a significant number of these
people were foreign born. This fundamental fact caused the state to change from
decade to decade. It consistently granted Nevada an international character,
but it also meant that many of its residents regarded themselves as sojourners,
people who came to Nevada to make a profit but who hoped to return to
some far away home with their new-found riches. Of course, many stayed,
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but the transient nature of tens of thousands of the newcomers—whether it
was in fact or merely in their mindset—caused many residents of the state
to see little reason to build permanent places. Monumental architecture is
subsequently scarce when compared to the building stock of states with more
stable populations.”

All of the people who arrived in Nevada brought their own concepts of
the place and how it would figure into their lives, and the state attracted an
astounding diversity of people. Wilbur Shepperson, in his flawed but eloquent
Restless Strangers: Nevada’s Immigrants and Their Interpreters, correctly pointed
out that the 1870 federal census recorded more foreign born in Nevada than
in any other state in the nation. More than 44 percent of Nevada’s residents
in 1870 were foreign born, almost 7 percent more than the next closest state,
California. This foreign born character remained true in the 1880 census as
the mining boom continued, when just over 41 percent of Nevadans were
foreign born, still nearly 7 percent more than second-place Minnesota. In later
decades, as the mining booms waned, Nevada remained among the leaders
in this category but yielded the top spot.® Some migrants brought special
skills from the Old World that were needed by the burgeoning mining-driven
economy. This included the Cornish with their mining expertise and the
charcoal-making techniques of migrants from northern Italy. Others arrived
simply with strong backs and a willingness to work. The Comstock led the
way, dominated as it was by Irish, Cornish, and Chinese immigrants, but there
were many others who settled throughout the Silver State. Speakers of Spanish
came from Mexico but also from Central and South America, adding to a
complex picture. From Moroccan street performers and Turkish and Russian
merchants to Australian-born Irishmen and a full array of Scandinavians,
Italians, Germans, and French, nearly every country had representatives at
one time or another in Nevada during the nineteenth century.’

This polyglot population filled an array of cities and towns across the
state centered on mining. After the discovery of the Comstock, prospectors
tromped across Nevada's rugged ranges and empty valleys in the 1860s and
1870s, searching for signs of mineralization that might indicate that another
bonanza slumbered below. Some of the largest finds turned into important
mining towns of their own, including Aurora, Austin, Eureka, and Pioche,
each of which served as jumping-off points for further exploration. Many
others boomed in their time but are largely forgotten ghosts today; this was
the story of Candelaria, Treasure City, Belmont, Unionville, and many others.!

Because mining dominated the economy, fluctuations in metal prices
and the varied fortunes of discovery caused major shifts in prosperity and
population. When the mines in most of Nevada declined in the 1880s, workers
committed to the industry moved elsewhere. Those who remained often found
it too difficult to eke out a living in a place where wealth no longer seemingly
erupted from the ground. The Cornish were some of the first to leave because
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they were tied more than most to the occupation of mining. A significant number
of the Irish remained, but most left with the others. Most Chinese immigrants
retreated to the Golden State, although significant pockets remained.

The pattern repeated itself with the mining booms of the turn of the century,
well considered by Russell Elliott, the dean of Nevada history. A major silver
strike in 1900 resulted in the founding of Tonopah, in central Nevada, and close
by a tremendous gold bonanza was found at Goldfield beginning in 1902. In the
pattern established decades earlier, these new mining centers served as hubs for
exploration and discovery throughout central Nevada, with new finds (and old
finds re-evaluated by new technologies) forming the basis of new communities
and new prosperity."" At the same time, enormous low-grade copper deposits in
eastern Nevada, similar in size, quality, and required mining technique to those
that earned Arizona the “Copper State” moniker, caused White Pine County
and its communities of Ely, McGill, and Ruth to boom.!?

Echoing the 1860s and 1870s, Nevada at the turn of the century attracted
people from diverse places, and the foreign born once again played important
roles. But this time, it was the Southern and Eastern Europeans, together with
Japanese immigrants who occupied the thriving economies of the new capitals
of mining. At the same time, the Irish, Cornish, Chinese, and others returned,
along with people from throughout North America. Once again following the
previous nineteenth-century bonanza period, the turn of the century included
its own generation of sojourners who hoped to make it rich and leave for
greener pastures.’® And then, miners depleted the ore, the mines closed, and
the high tide of humanity retreated, leaving the state as before, with many
towns that were mere shadows of their former selves.

The boom times visited Nevada twice more, but in a different form, one
with less power to shape and reshape the culture of the state. In the 1930s, a
rise in the price of gold helped spur the discovery of several new excavations,
the best known of which were the Gold Acres Mine in Lander County and
the Getchell Mine in Humboldt County. The Getchell, Gold Acres, and their
handful of contemporaries softened the effects of the Great Depression for a
few Nevadans, but were not large enough to boom the state into prosperity
singlehandedly. These deposits were important for another reason—they were
the first Nevada examples of so-called invisible gold, with precious particles
so fine that the prospector of earlier years could not have detected them in
the pan.” While mining for precious metals declined after the discoveries of
the 1930s, mining for other metals, including copper, magnesium, lead, zinc,
tungsten, and iron, as well as industrial minerals such as clay and cinders
(to make concrete blocks), continued to be an important part of Nevada’s
economic activity through the middle of the twentieth century, even as Las
Vegas became the state’s largest population center and gambling became
the permanent mainstay of the state’s economy. A clear pattern emerged, in
which the state’s biggest metropolitan areas—Las Vegas and Reno—became
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Aerial photograph of the Newmont Mill and Pit in Carlin, Nevada, 1967.
(Nevada Historical Society)

economies in which mining mattered little, but the rural parts of the state still
leaned on mining as one of several important economic activities.

The 1960s saw the beginning of a period of mining prosperity that
continues today, highlighted by enormously productive mines located in an
area known as the Carlin Trend, a sort of modern-day Comstock Lode, fifty
miles long and five miles wide.”® The key feature of Carlin-style mines is that
they contain enormous amounts of very finely disseminated gold. In 1961,
Newmont Mining Corporation geologists, inspired by reports on the 1930s era
invisible gold deposits, and guided in part by detailed United States Geological
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Survey mapping data and interpretations, began careful examination of the
possibility of a large, low-grade invisible gold deposit that could be mined
profitably using cheap mass production methods. The mine they created, the
Carlin Mine, began production in 1965 and grew into an astounding success,
sparking widespread imitation and touching off a decades-long period of
major Nevada mineral production.’® Collectively, these modern invisible gold
mines have even outproduced the historic Comstock mines (the single year
of 1983 saw more production than the Comstock’s historic total),”” but their
social legacy, in an era when mining is much less labor intensive because of
the widespread use of machinery, has been far more limited. Most of today’s
Nevada miners live in existing towns such as Elko, Battle Mountain, Eureka,
and Ely, and commute to work.

In spite of improved technologies which held the promise of resuscitating
a played-out district, it has not been uncommon for former mining camps—
even ones that prospered enough to become the seats of local governments—
to decline into periods when they have more buildings than residents. Thus,
during the 1930 census, Virginia City and Gold Hill, which had boasted nearly
twenty-five thousand people in the early 1870s had declined to a mere five
hundred ninety.”® Austin, where boosters claimed some ten thousand residents
at its height, has dwindled to fewer than two hundred today. Neighboring
Eureka has endured a similar transformation. Goldfield, the Esmeralda
County seat, once exceeded twenty thousand near the turn of the century, but
is now home to fewer than three hundred.”

It is in part attributable to the effects of mining that Nevada has passed
the baton of “largest community” more times than perhaps any other state.
The first settlement in the region was established by a group of miners in 1850
in the location of present-day Dayton. This was soon eclipsed by Mormon
Station—now Genoa—which boasted such hallmarks as a post office, making
it the region’s first town.?” Genoa had yielded to Carson City by 1859, but it
was overtaken by Virginia City the following year, until it shrank in the 1890s,
at which point, Reno became the largest Nevada city. Then Goldfield grew
in the first decade of the twentieth century and became the largest city in the
state. But when its mines failed a decade later, Reno was once again the largest
city in Nevada, only to lose the title to Las Vegas before 1960. Not all of these
transitions have been because of mining, but the industry has been key to
many of the radical changes in where people lived, scattered across the state.

Another consequence of mining’s impact on Nevada’s society emerged
from the way the state’s mines developed. Early on, miners realized that
corporate investment was needed to keep large mines prosperous. While the
California Gold Rush of 1849 celebrated the idea that anyone could become
rich, it was quickly clear that the hard-rock mining needed to extract most
of Nevada’s ores increasingly demanded enormous investments. Invariably
that meant that California funding would support Nevada’s mines. And as a
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consequence, profits often left the state, giving Nevada the role of a California
colony. Even Nevada’s members of United States Congress were notoriously
absent from the local scene, many spending most of their lives between
California and the nation’s capital. Mansions funded by Nevada mines
were almost entirely built elsewhere, and that usually meant in Northern
California. Financing later mining booms similarly followed the pattern of
non-Nevadan funding, such as the Philadelphia capital that brought Tonopah
to its height, though an important exception was the Goldfield Consolidated
Mining Company, headed by George Wingfield. He remained a crucial
player in Nevada politics and society after his fortune was made by central
Nevada’s mines.” Even today, most mining in Nevada is done by corporations
headquartered elsewhere, particularly in Canada.

Even as the Comstock brought California capital to the Silver State, Nevada
miners were the first west of the Mississippi to organize. Territorial Governor
James Nye, with the aid of federal troops from Fort Churchill, suppressed the
initial effort. With statehood, miners understood that to organize successfully
and to have a voice in negotiations, they would need elected officials who
supported labor. Since miners represented the largest bloc of voters, it quickly
became clear that the miners union was a force that demanded attention.
Labor won adequate wages, but this was a matter of salary, not wealth, and
that, too, would shape the nature of the state.?

Perhaps in no other way has Nevada’s mining proven itself a leader in the
field than in the development of technology. Inventive people—often living
elsewhere—inspired by Nevada’s ore bodies have consistently invented new
ways of retrieving valuable ore; the state’s mineral riches have served as the
impetus for many important mining and milling technological developments
that have affected the industry internationally. At first, however, it was not
clear that mining in the western Great Basin would be the focus of innovation.
The earliest efforts there involved placer mining, which mirrored what was
happening during the California Gold Rush of the 1850s. The Grosh brothers,
famous for being two of the first to realize the existence of silver in what
would become the Comstock Mining District, observed that the miners of the
western Great Basin in 1853 were “two or three years behind” their California
counterparts when it came to technology.” Even after the first strikes of the
Comstock Lode in 1859, open-pit mining ruled the day, using an approach
that had been well known for millennia. But in short order, miners needed to
pursue ore underground, and the Comstock, together with the many other
mining districts of Nevada, invented or tested techniques and devices that
would define the industry for the next fifty years.

A quick inventory of the nineteenth-century innovations include square-
set timbering, flat wire cable, the consistent use of dynamite underground,
and the safety cage, to name only a few. More important, the mining
engineers of this “modern” industrial age began to design their excavations
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for efficiency. Previously, miners had followed an approach developed in the
late medieval period that called for miners to drift with ore bodies as they
meandered underground; this resulted in free-form excavations that followed
the direction of nature. This new industrial age facilitated excavations that
intersected with ore bodies and extracted them in a way that attempted to
maximize productivity.?

Technological innovation during the turn of the twentieth century
placed Nevada in a leadership role for the mining industry just as it had
forty years before. While the nineteenth-century mills had relied on mercury
to amalgamate with gold and silver, a new approach allowed for the more
efficient retrieval of precious metal. Nevada proved itself once again at the
forefront of the industry when Robert Jackson, at the University of Nevada,
located in Reno, perfected a new method of milling that employed cyanide
and zinc to precipitate gold and silver from the miller’s pulp. Mills in Virginia
City and Silver City experimented with this new approach, proving that it
was much more effective. Coincidentally, the innovation represented far
less of a threat to the environment than had the previous mercury-based
method, both because cyanide milling allowed the piles of old waste tailings
to be reworked and eliminated, and because cyanide will break down into
less harmful by-products with exposure to sunlight, unlike the heavy-metal
mercury which persists in the environment (and food chain) indefinitely.” The
huge operations of the Carlin Trend in the late twentieth century similarly
helped bring new low-cost technologies into widespread use, including the
crucial technique of cyanide-heap leaching to recover microscopic amounts
of precious metals. Yet it is curious that despite the long heritage of mining
innovation developed in, or for use in, the Nevada mining industry, the state
never developed a robust mining-equipment manufacturing sector (as did
Denver, for instance); instead, Nevada’s mining was dominated for much of
its history by San Francisco equipment manufacturers.

Yet another way to understand the history of the industry and the state is
to consider the development of laws. Mining and the legal system in Nevada
have been intertwined from the beginning. Upon first arriving in a potentially
rich area in Nevada or elsewhere in the West, miners formed themselves into
a “mining district,” a particular form of limited, democratic government
that primarily set rules about mining property for the miners and future
newcomers. In the words of mining law expert Curtis H. Lindley, “some of
these regulations were wise, and others were not so wise.”” Such mining-
district governments often pre-dated other forms of organized law, and persist
in limited form and power to the present day, thanks in large part to the
efforts of Nevada’s United States Senator William M. Stewart, who ensured
that existing local mining district rules would be grandfathered into federal
mining laws passed in 1866 and 1872. These mining-districts were democracy
in action, government of mining, by miners, for mining.
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While mining districts were as local as government might get, more formal
legal institutions were also shaped by the desire of Nevadans to provide a
judicial environment favorable to mining. The need for more responsive courts
to settle mining disputes was an important factor in the creation of Nevada
Territory from parts of the vast Utah Territory in 1861.% Once Nevada was
granted the status of a territory, the entanglement of mining and the proto-
state government intensified. The two most important political controversies
of the short territorial period both involved mining and the law. The first was
the impartiality (or not) and expertise (or not) of federally appointed judges
in hearing important mining disputes on the booming Comstock. The other
was the failure to approve a state constitution in early 1864, which would
have speeded the territory to statehood a little less than a year earlier than
eventually proved to be the case. These controversies are discussed thoroughly
elsewhere, so there is no need for repetition; suffice it to say that mining was
a core issue driving much of the political and judicial controversy as Nevada
made its transition from territory to state.”

After statehood, Nevadans continued to work toward a mining-friendly
legal environment. At the national level, Nevada’s senators (especially the
redoubtable William Stewart) made important contributions to the creation of
the mining laws of 1866 and 1872, which made federal land available for mining
at extremely low cost and with no-ongoing federal royalty requirements.*® The
Nevada delegation also campaigned hard for all of a series of successive acts to
require government purchases of silver after the United States quietly switched
to the gold standard in 1873.3 These acts included the Bland-Allison Act of 1878,
the Sherman Silver Purchase Acts of 1890 and 1893, and the later Pittman Silver
Purchase Act, passed in 1918. The last of these, championed by Nevada’s Senator
Key Pittman, who had been an important figure in the early mining history of
Tonopah, required the United States government to purchase silver at above-
market rates for years in order to replace some $350-million-dollars-worth lent
to Great Britain during World War 1.2 “Every silver mine in the United States
would be closed down now except for the Pittman Act,” crowed the senator to
the Mining Congress Journal in 1921.% Like the other acts, the intent was to use
the federal government to help the mining industry remain profitable, but in
this Pittman was at some level simply acting on decades of Nevada precedent.

Nevada’s legal support for mining was even more pronounced at the
state level. The state constitution that was passed by voters in 1864 contained
a provision that mines would not be taxed like other property, but instead
would be taxed only on the basis of their output after the expense of mining
was deducted (the so-called net proceeds). These net proceeds would be
taxed at the same rate as ordinary property. In many mining areas, including
several western states, miners must pay a greater sort of tax in recognition that
minerals may be extracted from the ground only once (sometimes termed a
“severance” tax), but this has never been the case in Nevada.®*
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The net-proceeds tax provision was further modified in 1987 and 1989, when
a bill written by mining industry representatives allowed the net proceeds to be
taxed differently from other property, with a cap at a 5 percent rate; it was passed
twice by the state legislature and then ratified as part of the state constitution by
a popular vote. The rationale at the time, well documented in the minutes and
testimony from the legislative Taxation Committee though perhaps imperfectly
understood by the public, was to gain sorely needed additional revenue for the
state by shifting some mining-tax revenue from local jurisdictions to the state and
increasing it slightly; in exchange for this the industry received the long-term
fiscal certainty provided by a 5 percent cap on the tax on their output after all
deductions were made. Fiscal certainty helped justify the expensive and lengthy
process of searching for new deposits, designing mines, and securing financial
support for the undertakings.®

In 2014, a proposal to remove this cap, potentially opening the door to higher
mining taxes and more state revenue, was put to the voters. Public discussion of
the proposal frequently referred to the cap as though it had been part of the state
constitution since 1864, likely because it seemed so consistent with the pro-mining
attitude of early Nevadans, though whether this heritage was good or bad was
typically shaped by one’s opinion of the cap-removal proposal. Pro-mining rural
Nevadans voted overwhelmingly to keep the cap in place, which, combined with
voter apathy in the metropolitan areas and the traditional skepticism of many
Nevadans toward all taxation matters, led to a defeat of the measure, thus leaving
in place the provision capping mining taxes at 5 percent of net proceeds.

While the net-proceeds provisions of the state constitution were evidence of
Nevada’s ongoing efforts to provide a legal environment favorable to mining, the
clearest such statements in the law were a pair of legislative acts passed in 1875 and
1907. Later upheld in court, they declared mining to be a “public good,” meaning
that it was so important that the power of eminent domain could be used on behalf
of the mining industry.* Upholding the validity of the law in 1876, state Supreme
Court Justice Thomas Hawley eloquently described how Nevada’s peculiar
circumstances meant that everyone was affected by mining’s success or failure:

Mining is the greatest of the industrial pursuits in this state. All other
interests are subservient to it. Our mountains are almost barren of timber,
and our valley lands could never be made profitable for agricultural
purposes, except for the fact of a home market having been created by
the mining developments.... Nature has denied to this state many of
the advantages which other states possess, but, by way of compensation
to her citizens, has placed at their doors the richest and most extensive
silver deposits ever yet discovered. The present prosperity of the state
is entirely due to the mining developments already made, and the entire
people of the state are directly interested in having the future develop-
ments unobstructed....’”
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After the 1931 legalization of gambling—following a time when mining
had slumped—Nevada’s principal industry relied on obtaining wealth
more from the pockets of strangers than from pockets of ore. There can be
no question that the popular perception of Nevada has shifted to the point
where it is recognized internationally as a tourist destination, its casinos
offering dazzling respites from ordinary life. That said, Nevada remains
the Silver State, and it has not shed a self-perception that is bound up with
mining. It was a prospector who looked over a Nevada landscape for the
automobile license plate celebrating the hundred twenty-fifth anniversary
of statehood, in 1989. And twenty-five years later many events associated
with the sesquicentennial which celebrates the admission of Nevada into
the Union in 1864 were mining related; in fact, one of the official state
commemorative medallions for the hundred fiftieth anniversary employed
the imagery of mining.

Although there have been times when it seemed as though mining in
Nevada was insignificant, there have consistently been places in the state that
thrived because of the resources the ground provided; and in turn mining
helped some Nevadans get by. During the Great Depression of the 1930s,
Pioche boomed with the exploitation of zinc, while other parts of the state saw
renewed gold placer mining by individuals attempting to stave off poverty’s
worst impacts.® From World War I until the 1960s, Nevada’s tungsten mines
contributed an ingredient that was key to the production of armor plate
steel, durable automobile parts, and light bulb filaments.” The gigantic Basic
Magnesium Incorporated plant, which established the town of Henderson
during World War II, was built to extract magnesium from ore mined at Gabbs
in central Nevada.*

At the same time, an executive order in 1942 limited the strategic resources
that could be used for the retrieval of precious metals, depriving gold and
silver mines of oil, gasoline, and rubber. Still, many mines resumed production
after the war. Subsequent discoveries, including the massive Carlin Trend, has
provided mines with low-grade gold ore that can be profitably mined with
cyanide heap leaching. The consequence of excavating in this and similar
deposits has been that Nevada has consistently produced tens of billions of
dollars in gold every year, far more than all the other states combined.* If it
were a nation, Nevada in recent decades would have consistently ranked in
the top five in the world for gold production. And it does not stop with gold:
everything from lithium to kitty litter comes from Nevada deposits. As the
pro-industry bumper sticker reads, “If it isn’t grown, it’s mined.”

In his retrospective on life in Nevada—and his consideration of its
character—James Hulse in Forty Years in the Wilderness (1986) looked fondly
at the twin industries of agriculture and mining. Echoing the warning of
Blasdel, the state’s first governor, Hulse would have his native state relying
on occupations that produce things of substance rather than depending
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on the glitzy slight-of-hand world of entertainment. But in a state that is
increasingly urban—more urban than every other state except New Jersey—
popular sentiment has tended to run against the industrial utopia that Hulse
would recommend as the salvation of Nevada. And yet mining continues: the
industry has contributed to the region’s economy during every decade since
the first settlement of the western Great Basin in the 1850s, and it will likely
continue to do so in the foreseeable future.
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