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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Between 1860 and 1920 Nevada consistently ranked 

as a leading silver producing region in the United States. 

When not ranked at the top of the list, it still remained 

as one of the highest ranking silver producers in the 

country. Nevada's output made it a significant United 

States' silver producer as well as a leading world producei 

of the precious metal. Thus, any major silver mining 

district in Nevada immediately became a significant part 

of western mining history. 

Throughout Nevada's nineteenth century, only the 

fabulous Comstock Lode, the large silver-lead mines of 

Eureka, and the huge surface deposits at Aurora out

produced the mines of Austin and the Reese River District. 

Furthermore, the mines in and around Austin ranked 

seventh in total bullion production in Nevada for the 

eight decades between 1870 and 1940. Yet this important 

segment of Nevada's nineteenth century history has been 

almost overlooked by historians of mining and of the 

West. More significant than the amounts of bullion 

produced by the Reese River District were the early 

discovery date and the isolated location of the Reese 

1 
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River mines. When the Reese River boom began in late 

1862, only two large scale mining camps existed in 

Nevada. Both were on the far western fringe of the new 

Nevada Territory, at Virginia City-Gold Hill and at 

Aurora. The rest of the vast territory was essentially 

unsettled and undeveloped. 

The rich silver discoveries in Pony Canyon, 

located in the center of Nevada Territory, altered this 

situation. During early 1863, thousands of gold and 

silver seekers poured into the uncharted wilds of 

central Nevada. Between six and ten thousand people 

trekked to the Reese River vicinity within twenty-four 

months of the first discoveries in May of 1862, and the 

town of Austin became a thriving and established mining 

camp by mid-1863. 

During the next two decades the inhabitants of 

the Reese River District prospected, settled, and organizec 

the central and eastern portions of the state. Austinites 

founded dozens of mining camps and districts between 

1863 and 1910. Tuscarora, Treasure City and Hamilton, 

Eureka, Belmont, lone, Cortez, Tybo, Union, and Tonopah 

are just a few of the more successful mining districts 

spawned by the hordes of miners, prospectors and 

speculators who called Austin their home. 

Throughout the rest of the nineteenth century, 

Austin and Reese River mines served as a catalyst 



for new discoveries and new districts. Not until 1901 

did the focus of central Nevada shift from Austin. The 

great Tonopah discoveries, ironically made and initially 

exploited by Austinites, led to Austin's permanent loss 

of its leadership position in central Nevada. 

Therefore, because of its large production of 

silver, its early founding and development, its central 

role in opening up eastern and central Nevada to settlement 

and the resultant social and economic dominance of the 

area for almost four decades, Austin is a significant 

chapter in Nevada's nineteenth century history. Its 

history is an outstanding example of the development of 

the mining industry in the West during the last half of 

the nineteenth century. 

In general, the history of Austin and the Reese 

River Mining District follows the pattern of the typical 

mining camp discussed by Rodman Paul in his Mining 

Frontiers of the Far West, 1848-1880. Paul points out that 

the mining frontier consisted of a feverish, disordered 

explosion of prospectors and miners in every direction, in 

marked contrast to Frederick Jackson Turner's orderly 
2 

procession of westward settlement. The Reese River Mining 

District is an excellent example of this type of chaotic, 

explosive development. Miners, prospectors, and town 

builders flooded eastward from California and western 

Nevada to a desolate region almost two hundred miles 



TnlTi 

from the nearest settled area. They poured into an 

area with no established agriculture, no abundant 

natural resources (other than rich silver ore), and with 

a hostile natural environment. Within months, several 

mining camps flourished, transportation routes teemed 

with traffic, farmers arrived to take advantage of 

the new markets, and mining activity developed on a 

large-scale. 

Austin also closely paralleled Paul's general 

description of the typical Western mining town as it 

progressed from a wild frontier mining camp to a small 

city with a diversified economy revolving around 

transportation, agriculture, mining, milling, and 

service industries for the regional trade area. However, 

Austin survived long enough to develop alternate economic 

bases while the great majority of western mining camps 
3 

simply faded away. In this sense, Austin exists as an 

atypical example of a Western mining camp. 

As the history of Austin and the Reese River 

Mining District are recounted in this dissertation, 

several basic themes will emerge. The central trend 

or theme is the evolution of Austin over approximately 

six decades of existence. The wild mining camp of Austin, 

the center of the equally unruly Reese River Mining 

District, developed over a period of years into a small 

metropolis which dominated a large geographical area 



occupied by ranchers, farmers, and other even smaller 

towns and mining camps. This metamorphosis carried 

Austin through many stages of growth, then decline. 

From a new, raw city populated by thousands of miners, 

prospectors, capitalists, speculators, tradesmen, 

gamblers, and prostitutes Austin developed into a smaller, 

more ordered "company town" centered around the only 

surviving mining and milling company from the earlier 

boom years. Then, during the 1880s and 1890s, Austin 

declined precipitously because mining and milling ceased 

in the Reese River Mining District. However, the city 

survived, albeit as a small rural town, because other 

economic activities developed to replace the lost mining 

and milling industry. 

A second theme is the effect which "outsiders" 

had on this seemingly isolated mining camp in the wilds 

of Nevada. These effects consisted mainly of the economic 

influences which absentee capitalists from San Francisco 

and the eastern United States had on the Reese River 

Mining District. The crucial role of capital from 

San Francisco, the eastern United States, and foreign 

countries surfaced early in the history of the Reese 

River Mining District. The lifeblood of the mining 

economy during both the developmental and mature periods 

depended on the steady influx of capital from external 

sources. This simple fact ruled the Reese River Mining 



District's economy from 1862 until 1920, when the last 

attempt by outside investors to exploit Austin's mines 

failed. 

An issue which is closely related to the effect 

of outside capital on the district concerns the source of 

the outside capital which developed and exploited the 

Reese River Mines. Unlike the mines of California and 

western Nevada, the mines in the Reese River Mining 

District were owned and developed largely by eastern 

capitalists, especially New York investors. San Francisco 

capital appeared early in the rush to Reese River, during 

1863 and 1864, but it was largely speculative in nature. 

Hard on the heels of the San Francisco speculator came 

the developmental capitalists who invested large sums 

to promote, organize, and exploit the Reese River Mining 

District's mineral resources on a more permanent basis. 

Available data prove that most of this capital came 

from New York and eastern United States investors. 

Hundreds of corporations formed in the east exclusively 

to take advantage of the riches found in the mines of 

Lander Hill and other Reese River mines. 

A third theme which appears in this study is 

the evolution of a frontier mining camp into a small 

industrial "company" town. Within the realm of this 

discussion are the introduction of technology, the growth 

of an industrial plant, the arrival and evolution of the 
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work force and the impact of high capital requirements 

in the Reese River Mining District. As Austin matured 

and evolved, the consolidation of mining and milling 

ventures began to characterize economic activity in the 

district. 

The rapid consolidation which took place in the 

mining and milling industry in the Reese River Mining 

District emerges as yet another theme. The thousands 

of "paper" mining companies and the dozens of serious 

mining and milling enterprises present in late 1863 

rapidly dwindled to a handful of operations by 1870, 

two active operations by 1872 and only one, the Manhattan 

Gold and Silver Mining Company, after 1875. 

Although consolidation occurred for many reasons 

the major cause can be listed as the collapse of fraudulent 

or poorly managed ventures which could not compete with 

their stronger neighbors. At the same time, the superior 

ore bodies and management techniques of the Manhattan 

Company led to its ultimate domination of the district. 

In less than one decade the Manhattan Company swallowed 

all its major competitors and purchased all claims 

worth owning on Austin's Lander Hill, by far the most 

productive area in the entire district. One motive for 

consolidation resulted from the necessity for smaller 

companies to join forces in order to create capital and 

streamline operations. In several instances litigation 
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led to a merger as part of out-of-court settlements. 

Consolidation also stemmed from a steady decrease in ore 

value over the years. As the ore quality decreased, the 

need for higher volume increased, leading to many 

consolidations in the early years of the Reese River 

Mining District. Perhaps the most important reason for 

this continuous consolidation was the technological and 

managerial superiority of the Manhattan Gold and Silver 

Mining Company. As this company grew in strength and 

efficiency of operation it quickly developed a position 

in the Reese River District which allowed it to expand 

at the expense of its less efficient competitors. 

While the economic trends in the history of 

Austin and the Reese River Mining District followed 

their various paths, they helped shape the pattern of 

social and cultural life in the area. The transformation 

of a wild and unruly mob of prospectors, miners and 

other frontier types into a typical nineteenth century 

small town society characterizes the social and cultural 

development of Austin. 

A broad discussion of the area's social and 

cultural transformation unveils the many varied aspects 

of life on the mining frontier. These topics range from 

the ethnicity, growth and then decline of the district's 

population to the feeble attempts at labor union 

organization in the Reese River Mining District. Other 
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topics which fall within this social realm are the rapid 

creation of social, fraternal, and religious organizations 

of all kinds, and the growth and development of local 

politics. 

Recreation and entertainment blossomed in the 

radiance of the high silver output, as stage shows, 

theater, and traveling entertainers of all sorts played 

in Austin. Likewise, banquets, galas, lectures, and 

speeches occupied the citizens of Austin on many a night. 

Other types of recreation also could be found in Austin. 

Saloons, gambling houses, hurdy-gurdy houses, opium 

dens, and other types of establishments flourished side 

by side with the church socials and "legitimate" 

entertainment. For sports minded individuals, there 

were horse racing, prize fighting, billiard tournaments, 

and baseball games either to participate in or view from 

a safe distance. 

With the town's growth came the appearance of a 

local newspaper, the Reese River Reveille. Although 

initially developed as an economic tool, the Reveille 

soon became more than a purely promotional newspaper. 

Beginning in May of 1863, this little weekly quickly grew 

into a daily and became the informational and literary 

soul of the Reese River Mining District and the entire 

central Nevada region. In its early years the Reveille 

circulated throughout Nevada, the West Coast, and even 
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to New York and the eastern United States. Its boosting 

of Austin and the mines lured capital to the Reese 

River Mining District and its seething and sarcastic 

rebuttals to would-be detractors of the Austin 

area bolstered the confidence of both investors and 

Austinites. 

Of course, the negative forces of society appeared 

in Austin. Murders, assaults, rapes, and brawls of all 

kinds occurred over the years. Austin's most severe and 

pernicious crime problem, thievery and petty larceny, 

lingered from the very earliest days of the boom into 

the town's declining years. Anti-Chinese demonstrations 

were held in the 1880s, and Austin developed an anti-

black outlook in the 1890s. The local Shoshone and 

Piute Indians received varying amounts of ridicule, 

abuse, and exploitation by Austin's white populace, but 

this was usually limited to lower pay for menial labor 

and the other manifestations of race prejudice which 

characterized Western society in the nineteenth century. 

Violence towards minorities was not a commonplace 

occurrence in the Reese River Mining District, but race 

prejudice certainly existed. As the population and 

economy declined, these problems disappeared to the 

point that Austin's major crime problem in the 1890s 

became juvenile delinquency and vandalism of the vacant, 

decaying structures in the city. 
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From these diverse economic and social trends 

a broad picture of the life cycle of a western mining 

camp will emerge. Simultaneously, the history of a 

significant but neglected portion of the western mining 

industry will be added to the body of western history. 

While conducting the research for this work 

the author examined hundreds of books, articles, 

photographs, maps, and manuscript collections. After 

examining dozens of books and articles on the western 

mining frontier, an organizational format developed. 

The most manageable way to treat a subject so broad is to 

use a topical approach. By far the best example of this 

is Turrentine Jackson's Treasure Hill, Portrait of a 

Silver Mining Camp, first published in 1963. This book 

is a well written and well received study of a Nevada 

mining district over its entire history, from frantic 

rush to oblivion. Treasure Hill examines the day to 

day economic and social development and decline of the 

White Pine Mining District from its earliest days in 

1868 to the closing of its mines in 1893. 

This study will follow the example set by 

Treasure Hill in order to present as broad and complete 

a picture of the history of the Reese River Mining 

District as possible, while also analyzing the 

relationship of Austin and the Reese River Mining District 

to western mining development as a whole. In this sense, 
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this work will be much more complete in its coverage 

than most of the works which it is meant to complement. 

A thorough examination of the history of Austin 

and the Reese River Mining District will eliminate a 

large void in Nevada's frontier and mining history. 

Only a handful of authors have dealt with the history of 

Austin or Reese River. The most notable work, Oscar 

Lewis' The Town that Died Laughing; The Story of Austin, 

Nevada, Rambunctious Early-Days Mining Camp, and of Its 

Renowned Newspaper, The Reese River Reveille, is a 

lighthearted look at Austin's early days, centering on the 

antics of the local residents and the frontier mining-camp 

journalism of the Reese River Reveille. Lewis' work 

consists mainly of bits and pieces of social history and 

humorous tales extracted from the original copies of 

the Reese River Reveille. While entertaining, these 

vignettes of Austin's past are barely woven together by 

a skeletal historical narrative at the beginning of the 

book. The book is well written and fun to read, but 

not very informative. 

Less entertaining, but more valuable works 

dealing with the Reese River Mining District are two 

masters' theses and a United States Geological Survey 

Bulletin. Rodney Smith's thesis, "Austin, Nevada 1862-

1881" is a good study, but it primarily discusses the 

Austin of the early 1860s and is rather sketchy when 
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dealing with the later years. Smith provides very 

little analysis, and he ends his study more than three 

decades before the mining industry in Austin and the 

Reese River Mining District finally ground to a halt. 

Social aspects of Austin's history are glossed over and 

Austin's dependence on outside capital and other external 

forces is not mentioned at all. 

A second thesis, "The History of Lander County" 

by Buster L. King, also deals with Austin and the Reese 

River Mining District on a limited basis. Much attention 

is focused on the very early history of the area, but 

the work is vague when dealing with the later years of 

the Reese River Mining District's history. As in 

Smith's thesis, social aspects of the area's history 

are neglected. Also, because the Reese River Mining 

District is only a portion of Lander County's overall 

history, it does not receive sufficient attention in 

this county wide survey. 

Another valuable, but narrow, study is The 

Geology and Ore Deposits of the Reese River District 
Q 

Lander County Nevada by Clyde P. Ross. This report not 

only discusses the geology of the area, it contains 

statistical data, corporate histories, and maps and 

diagrams which aid in understanding the confusing tangle 

of mining claims and mining terminology associated with 

any mining history. Ross' work is excellent, but limited 
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in scope. Analysis, social history and the development 

of Austin and the region are ignored. Only the mining 

industry is dealt with. 

This dissertation will fill a void in Nevada's 

mining and frontier history, and will complement work 

already done in the field. For obvious reasons, the great 

majority of Nevada's history involves miners, mining and 

their impact on the state. A great number of these books 

on miners and mining revolve around places in Nevada. 

Because the mining business contained an inherent 

instability and because the mining frontier "hopscotched' 

all over the state, the location of the activity is a 

natural organizational tool for Nevada's mining 

historians. This tendency began in the nineteenth 

century and has continued to the present. 

The pattern for the locational approach appeared 

in 1883 when Eliot Lord published Comstock Mining and 

Miners. This exhaustive study of the Washoe mines 

covered the economic, technological, corporate, and 

physical development of the mines and cities of the 

Comstock Lode, and thoroughly examined the growth of 

labor unions, mine safety, and the unusual engineering 

feats accomplished by the miners. 

Since that time most books dealing with Nevada's 

mining history have used this geographic location theme 

to limit the scope of the study. Grant Smith's The 
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History of the Comstock Lode 1850-1920 and John Debo 

Galloway's Early Engineering Works Contributory to the 

Comstock both add to our knowledge of the Washoe area 

of western Nevada. Neither of these works is as 

complete or as broad as Lord's, but they carry the time 

frame much further. 

Many other Nevada mining camps and mining 

districts are examined in histories written in recent 

years. Although the quality and scope of these studies 

vary significantly, they all contribute to the body of 

knowledge available on Nevada's mining industry. Of 

special note are the works of Russell Elliot, James 

Hulse, Hugh Shamberger, John Townley and, of course, 

W. Turrentine Jackson. 

The "rush to Reese River" parallels dozens 

of similar rushes to remote but potentially rich 

mining districts which occurred throughout the mining 

West from 1849 into the early twentieth century. The 

first of these waves of mining activity came with the 

'49'ers to California. This tremendous flood of humanity 

to the gold fields of central California set the stage 

for the expansion of mining throughout the West. Social, 

legal, technological, political, and economic systems 

seemingly evolved overnight, then spread throughout the 

West, carried by thousands of itinerant and footloose 

prospectors. When the gold fields of California began 
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to play out, and large corporations bought up the few 

profitable operations, thousands of unemployed and 

restless miners and prospectors began to look for 

fresher fields to conquer. 

The first wave of rushes by these men came in 

1858-1859, with major discoveries on the Fraser River 

in British Columbia, on the Comstock Lode in Western 

Nevada, and on Cherry Creek in Colorado. The Fraser 

River discovery fizzled by the end of 1859. However, 

the area around the newly established communities of 

Denver and Central City, Colorado, and the huge silver 

deposits of the Comstock Lode under Virginia City 

and Gold Hill brought tens of thousands of immigrants 

to both central Colorado and far western Nevada. 

After the excitement waned in these regions, 

the seekers of wealth spread out across the landscape 

to find the next Comstock Lode or Gregory's Gulch. 

Small rushes and small camps appeared on the Humboldt 

River in western Nevada, and in Idaho, Oregon, Washington, 

13 and Montana during the years 1860-1862. A major 

strike at Aurora on the California-Nevada border in 

1859 siphoned off many of the unemployed miners from 

California and the recently consolidated mines of the 

Comstock Lode. However, even the rich camp of Aurora 

began to solidify, consolidate, and level off by early 

1863. 
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Miners and prospectors always were receptive 

to news of another strike, so word of the fantastically 

rich silver deposits found near the Reese River in 

Central Nevada spread like wild fire to California, the 

Washoe and the eastern United States in late 1862 and 

early 1863. Throughout 1863 and 1864 the Reese River 

Mining District became a vortex of activity. Towns were 

bom and died, while fortunes were made and lost, then 

made again. During these first years, miners located the 

major productive mines and exploitation began. The cities 

of Austin, Upper Austin, and Clifton appeared almost 

overnight to join the original settlement at Jacobsville, 

the name given to Jacob's Station after the newly arriving 

populace developed it into a small town. Milling 

operations popped up all over the district, until there 

were almost as many mills as there were truly productive 

mines. Inevitably, as in all western mining booms, 

speculators swarmed into the district, spurring the 

boom frenzy with irresponsible and, many times, fraudulent 

mining deals. 

As with any unsound economic or financial 

activity, the bubble eventually burst. In 1864, a 

stock market panic in San Francisco caused the entire 

Pacific slope mining industry to slide into a depression. 

Mining and milling activity throughout the Far West came 

to a virtual standstill during most of 1864, and a trend 
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toward consolidation of interests began in early 1865. 

While the weaker and sometimes fraudulent mining and 

milling ventures collapsed, the stronger operations began 

to join forces, or to sell out to more cautious Eastern 

capitalists. A strong influx of eastern capital, which 

began in 1865, bolstered the move to consolidation which 

continued into the early twentieth century. 

Following the economic slump of 1864 and early 

1865, the fortunes of the Reese River Mining District 

steadily improved. The Manhattan Mining Company became 

a major factor in this development. In July, 1865, a 

group of New York investors formed the Manhattan Mining 

Company and purchased the property and claims of the 

Oregon Mining Company, one of the Reese River District's 

earliest and soundest mining endeavors. The claims 

initially purchased included four of the best in the 

district, the North Star, Oregon, Southern Light, and 

Blue Ledge. During the next twenty-two years this 

company dominated the Reese River Mining District. By 

1875 the Manhattan Mining Company became the only 

producing mining and milling company in the district, 

and owned every worthwhile claim in the Austin area. 

However, silver ore is a finite resource, and 

over a long period of years Austin's mining industry 

declined. Only increased technology and lowered 

transportation and milling costs allowed the industry 



22 

to remain operable as long as it did. From 1865 until 

the early 1880s a relatively constant level of production 

was maintained in the Reese River Mining District, with 

the Manhattan Company producing the bulk of the ore. 

During this period the Manhattan Company eliminated all 

competition and purchased almost every claim on Lander 

Hill. However, the Manhattan Company's technology 

could not keep pace with the steadily decreasing ore 

quality. From 1880 to 1887 production remained 
16 

profitable, but erratic. The end was in sight. 

As the result of a Sheriff's sale in December, 

1887, the Manhattan Company's holdings transferred to a 

new company, the Manhattan Mining and Reduction Company. 

This company operated profitably for two years, then 

sporadically for two more years. The Manhattan Mining 

and Reduction Company sold out to the Austin Mining 

Company in September of 1891. The Austin Company 

attempted to overcome declining ore quality by large 

scale development of the numerous claims on Lander 

Hill. After two years of qualified success, the Austin 

Mining Company's efforts failed due to a combination 

of declining ore quality, the Panic of 1893, and the 

halting of federal silver purchases in 1893. Although 

many more companies attempted to mine on Lander Hill, 

no significant profitable ore production occurred in 
18 

the Reese River Mining District after 1893. 
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Following the collapse of the mining industry in 

the Reese River Mining District, Austin survived as a 

regional trade center for both the local agricultural 

community and for the many newly discovered mining 

districts in southern Nevada. By 1920, Austin's 

population and economy had stabilized, and the town 

has not changed a great deal since the 1920s. 
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CHAPTER II 

RUSH TO REESE RIVER 

In 1859 the central Nevada region consisted 

of a vast unexplored wilderness inhabited by scattered 

bands of Shoshone and Piute Indians and a handful of 

Anglo-Americans sprinkled across the area. During 

the spring of 1859, Captain James Harvey Simpson, of 

the Corps of Topographical Engineers, surveyed and 

laid out an overland wagon route from Salt Lake City 

to the new Morman settlement of Genoa, on the Carson 

River in far western Utah Territory. Guided by John 

Reese, a Morman frontiersman who had traversed central 

Nevada as early as 1851, the Simpson party spent the 

last five days of May, 1859, in what is now the Austin 

area. On May 27 they camped in Simpson's Park, and on 

May 28 they camped at Reese River. After leaving the 

Reese River, the Simpson party traveled westward to 

Genoa. As a result of this exploration, the rough wagon 

road constructed from Salt Lake City to Genoa passed 

through Simpson's Park, only a few miles from the present 
2 

site of Austin. 

With the creation of the Pony Express system 

in early 1860, the path followed by Simpson became a 

27 
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part of the overall route of the Pony Express. The 

Pony Express established a stop known as Jacob's 

Station on the Reese River, less than five miles west-

north-west of Simpson's Park. Named for George 

Washington Jacobs, the division agent, Jacob's Station 

became an isolated frontier outpost located in the center 

of the region which soon developed into the Reese River 
3 

Mining District. The station's role in central Nevada 

grew steadily in the early 1860s, as a small settlement 

developed around the Pony Express facilities. In the 

fall of 1861, Jacob's Station became an office on the 

first Overland Telegraph, and later that same year it 

became a stop on the Overland Mail, which had moved 

north because of the Civil War. This remote settlement 

remained the only point of activity in the Reese River 

area until late 1862. 

On May 2, 1862, William Talcott located an 

outcrop of silver-bearing quartz in Pony Canyon, 

approximately six miles southeast of the present 

town of Austin. Talcott, an employee at Jacob's 

Station, located the vein while hauling firewood for 

the stage station. Like thousands of frontiersmen 

in the Far West, Talcott was an inveterate amateur 

prospector, always looking for rich ore while carrying 

out other activities. Talcott, familiar with the 

rudiments of mining and geology, believed he had found 
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a worthwhile ledge and sent some samples of the ore to 
6 

Virginia City to be assayed. 

While the ore samples were on the way to 

Virginia City, Talcott and his compatriots decided to 

organize a mining district to protect their claims. The 

Reese River Mining District was organized on May 10, 

1862. The district's rather arbitrary boundaries 

encompassed a huge portion of central Nevada; north and 

south ten miles from the Overland Telegraph Line, east 

to Dry Creek and west to Edward's Creek. 

Because of the confusion over the eastern and 

western boundaries of the mining district, the bylaws 

were amended on July 17, 1862. The eastern and western 

boundaries were eliminated so that the district extended 

indefinitely in either direction, unless its boundaries 
Q 

conflicted with other districts. As soon as the district 

was created and William Talcott elected its first recorder, 

the discovery claims were filed. William M. Talcott, 

Felix O'Neil, James Farmer, Augustus Clapp, George 

Washington Jacobs, James R. Jacobs, A. P. Hawes, Joseph 

Town, Walter Cary, G. L. Turner, and T. L. Grubb filed 

claims on May 2, 1862. These claims, including Talcott's 

original find, the Pony Ledge, totalled 2,600 "feet" of 
9 

location on the various veins in Pony Canyon. 
When Talcott sent the first ore sample to 

Virginia City for assay, he initiated a series of events 
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which led to the rush to Reese River. The samples first 

traveled to Felix 0'Neil's ranch, near the Truckee River. 

While at 0'Neil's ranch, the samples were examined by 

J. Q. C. Vanderbosch, known as "an intelligent Hollander, 

who had some knowledge of minerals." Vanderbosch 

believed the specimens to be valuable, and when assays 

conducted in Virginia City confirmed his belief, he 

immediately left for the Reese River area. John Frost, 

Felix O'Neil and George Buffet accompanied Vanderbosch 

11 to central Nevada. 

This small party arrived in Pony Canyon on 

December 18, 1862. They found a Mr. Marshall and William 

Cole living in a cabin at the site where Clifton eventually 

12 developed. The two miners were engaged in running 

what they called the Highland Mary Tunnel in Pony 
1 3 

Canyon. The next day, the Vanderbosch party explored 

the Pony Canyon area and located the Oregon claim and 

worked it about twenty feet to test its potential. After 

establishing the value of the Oregon claim, other ledges 

were located. On December 29, the party located the 

North Star and Southern Light claims and a short time 
14 

later they added the Blue Ledge to the list. In 

January, 1863, the party returned to Virginia City 

to spend the winter and assay their ore samples. The 

samples proved to be spectacularly rich, some of them 
16 

yielding several thousands of dollars to the ton. 
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Naturally, news of the rich ore samples collected 

by Talcott and the Vanderbosch party leaked out. The rush 

to Reese River resulted, especially after Vanderbosch's 

finds reinforced those of Talcott. Starting in mid-

January of 1863, a small but steady stream of prospectors, 

merchants and speculators began to migrate into the 

Reese River region. 

Unlike most western mining camps, those in the 

Reese River region operated under established territorial, 

later State, laws enforced by duly elected county 

officials. This unusual turn of events came about as 

the territorial legislature set about creating Nevada's 

original nine counties in November of 1862. The following 

month, perhaps due to rumors of rich silver deposits near 

the Reese River, or simply to strengthen local government 

administration in the central portion of the territory, 

on December 19 the Nevada territorial legislature created 

Lander County out of portions of Churchill and Humboldt 

Counties. The creative act made Jacobsville (Jacob's 

Station) the county seat until a census of the county 

could be taken and an election held to locate permanently 

the county offices. The territorial governor appointed 

county and townsite officers to serve until elections 

could be held. Since three of the nine county officers 

appointed in December of 1862 had filed claims the day 

the Reese River Mining District was organized, they had 
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18 a vested interest in a stable local government. When 

the hordes of miners finally did arrive at Reese River, 

their basic governmental and legal needs were met by 

territorial laws and not inadequate miner's codes. Thus, 

the Reese Riverites avoided the wild, lawless days of 

the California gold rush and the Washoe silver rush. 

Throughout the spring of 1863, thousands of 

people streamed into the Reese River Mining District 

from California, the Comstock and the eastern United 

States to seek their fortune, or simply to pass through 

to other destinations. The area became a beehive of 

human activity. Perhaps the words of John Ross Browne 

best express the feverish rush to Reese River. 

Ho, then, for Reese River! Have you a gold 
Mine? Sell out and go to Reese! Have you a 
copper mine? Throw it away and go to Reese! 
Do you own drygoods? Pack them up for Reese! 
Are you the proprietor of lots in the city of 
Oakland, California? Give them to your worst 
enemy and go to Reese! Are you merchant, broker, 
doctor, lawyer, or mule driver? Buckle up your 
blankets and off with you to Reese, for there is 
the land of glittering bullion, there lies the 
pay streak.19 

As the grass greened in the spring of 1863, 

the roads into Reese River became choked with traffic. 

Both the Carson River Road and the longer, but better, 

Twenty-Six Mile Desert Road thronged with wagons, 

pack trains, stage coaches, individual riders, herds 
20 

and herdsmen, and pedestrian traffic. Among the 

thousands of Reese River bound travelers in the early 
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months of the boom were those who would shape the history 

of the Reese River Mining District. David E. Buel, I. C. 

Bateman, W. C. Harrington and E. Watson joined Marshall 

and Cole at the Clifton townsite early in 1863. In 

March of 1863, the Vanderbosch party, formally organized 

as O'Neil, Frost and Company, returned to Pony Canyon to 

21 develop their claims. Between January and December of 

1863 these men and others like them created a thriving 

region of economic and social activity in the wilderness 

of Nevada. 

In January of 1863, signs of civilization could 

barely be found in the Reese River area. Jacobsville 

consisted only of the residence of G. W. Jacobs and 

22 
the green lumber and canvas Occidental Hotel. As 

the prospectors poured into the camp during the late 

winter and spring, adequate housing became a critical 

need. Tents, canvas-roofed shanties, sod or stone huts, 

dugouts, and even converted stock corrals sheltered the 

23 
populace in the first frantic months of the rush. 

Upon arriving in the new land the immigrants 

worked toward two major goals with all their energy. 

The first goal, to go into business, whether it be 

mining, retail merchandising, freighting, staging, 

or speculation, dovetailed quite well with the second 

goal; to build towns as fast as possible. This is 

precisely what occurred. Miners swarmed over the hills 
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around Pony Canyon, locating, then developing thousands 

of claims. Newly arriving miners located and registered 

over 1,000 claims in Pony Canyon alone. Thousands of 

other claims were located in the surrounding valleys 

and canyons within the first months of the rush. This 

frenzied activity spawned several mining camps which 

boomed, then declined. Jacobsville flourished briefly, 

then gave way to Clifton, which in turn fell to the 

newest settlement, Austin. 

Jacobsville's brief role in the district's 

history began when newly arriving miners located there 

because there was no place else to go. Jacobsville 

became the Lander County seat in December, 1862, but 

25 
the little camp did not grow or prosper. Although the 

population of Jacobsville may have reached 300 or 400 

in early 1863, its location, seven miles west of Pony 

Canyon, allowed newer towns closer to the mining claims 

to undermine its position. 

The initial usurper of Jacobsville's position 

was Clifton. This settlement, established in December of 

1862 by Marshall and Cole, quickly assumed a leadership 

position. Five miles closer to Pony Canyon than 

Jacobsville, its proximity to the mines made it the 

favored settlement well into the summer of 1863. By 

May of 1863, Clifton had grown into a substantial 

mining camp. According to the Reese River Reveille, 
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Clifton contained numerous commercial and residential 

structures and a population of approximately 500 souls. 

Jacobsville, which, on the same date, contained only a 

handful of structures and approximately fifty residents, 

28 had been outdistanced by Clifton. Yet Clifton too was 

doomed, destined to be absorbed by a new and aggressive 

challenger, Austin. 

The citizens and merchants of Clifton were 

convinced that they would control the Reese River Mining 

District through their strategic location and absence 

of competition. Yet Clifton lost both its power and its 

population within two years of its founding. Marshall 

and Cole, owners of the Clifton townsite, charged high 

prices for building sites as the immigrants poured into 

the area. They believed that because of both the 

topography and lack of a road into Pony Canyon no townsite 

could be organized closer to the mines. Cliftonites, in 

the flats a mile west of the mines, seemed content to 

reap their profits from afar. They did not realized 

that a new town, with more aggressive leadership, would 

not only usurp their economic and social position, but 

absorb their entire settlement. 

Sometime early in 1863 E. Watson, W. C. Harrington, 

I. C. Bateman, and David E. Buel arrived in Clifton from 

Virginia City. They immediately trekked to Pony Canyon 

to locate claims. Buel located an extension of the North 
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Star claim already made by Frost, O'Neil, Buffet, and 

Vanderbsoch. It became known as the Buel North 

Star. As soon as the Buel party established a firm 

hold on its mining ventures, another more profitable 

activity attracted its attention. Within a matter of 

months this group, led by Buel and augmented by new 

arrivals, created a new camp on the barren slopes of 

29 Pony Canyon. 

Unlike the citizens of Clifton, Buel and his 

cohorts believed that there was indeed room for a 

townsite in Pony Canyon. On February 5, 1863, D. E. 

Buel, W. C. Harrington, John A. Veach, and Frederick 

Baker hired S. F. Armstrong to survey boundaries 

for a new town in Pony Canyon. On March 17, they 

filed a townsite plat for the Town of Austin, Nevada 

Territory. The plat was recorded on March 28, 
31 at the Recorder's Office in Jacobsville. These 

men also formed the Austin Town Company to promote 

their new settlement. Buel and the others controlled 

both the platted and surveyed Town of Austin and the 

unplatted (as of November, 1863) lands just north of 

Austin. "̂^ Thus, a handful of men controlled a new 

townsite located in the most appropriate place in 

the district, amidst the mines of Pony Canyon. Their 

challenge, then, was to create a thriving, competitive 

mining camp on a site occupied only by prospect holes 
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and sagebrush. Buel and his associates proved more than 

able to meet the challenge. 

The Town Company realized that its advantageous 

position near the mines would not be utilized unless 

a satisfactory road could be built between Austin, high 

up in Pony Canyon, and Clifton, on the plains a mile 

below. To achieve this goal, the Town Company offered 

to sell lots with surface rights for cash or to exchange 

them for labor on a road between Austin and Clifton. 

Consequently, laborers for the road flocked into Austin. 

Between March and June, the company built a substantial 

grade twenty feet wide between Clifton and Austin and 

then on eastward several miles to the Overland Trail. 

The first portion of the grade, that between Austin and 

Clifton, opened by May 16, while the eastern part, which 

linked Austin to the Overland Trail, was completed in 

July."̂ "̂  This project not only allowed freight, 

merchandise, and people to go directly to the mines 

in Pony Canyon, it put Austin directly on the Overland 

Trail, a major transcontinental route. Therefore, 

Austin, the easternmost Reese River city, benefited 

from both the local mining business and the seasonal, 

but profitable westbound Overland Trail traffic. 

The strategy worked perfectly and Austin quickly 

outranked Clifton as the center of activity in the Reese 

River Mining District. By late May Austin contained two 
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hotels, two general merchandise stores, five saloons 

(with two more under construction), one billiard table, 

two meat markets, one bakery, two stationers (with two 

more under construction), three blacksmith shops, one 

wagon repair shop, one variety store, three laundries, 

two houses of ill repute, one lodging house (with one 

under construction), one livery stable, two lawyers, 

four notaries, two express companies, one barber shop, 

one tailor shop, one sign painter, four carpenters, 

four stone masons, two adobe yards, four gardens, one 

boot and shoe store, one dairy, one printing office, and 

34 a population of approximately 450. Throughout the 

summer of 1863, settlers poured into Austin. Due to 

this flood of humanity, new businesses opened almost 

daily and many people began to move into Austin from 

Jacobsville and Clifton. From less than fifty structures 

and residences in late May, Austin grew to over 279 by 

35 July 15.-̂ ^ 

Austin's rapid growth led to its preeminent 

position among the towns in both the Reese River Mining 

District and the entire central Nevada region. As 

Austin grew, Clifton and Jacobsville declined. In 

May of 1863, Clifton and Austin appeared to be about 

equal in population and size, while Jacobsville's 

decline had been precipitous. However, by late August 

Austin had developed a clear predominance in size and 
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population; Austin's 279 structures and approximately 

1,100 people far outnumbered Clifton's 87 structures 
3^ 

and approximately 350 residents. 

Austin's quick rise allowed it to extend social, 

political, and economic control over all of central and 

eastern Nevada. Austin's victory in the election to 

establish a permanent Lander Coionty seat illustrates this 

dominance. Austin won this election handily, garnering 

448 votes to Clifton's 216 and Jacobsville's 127.^^ 

Austin thus became the administrative center for a county 

which included approximately one third of the entire 

Territory of Nevada. 

While the mining camps at Pony Canyon were 

popping up in early 1863, a mad, chaotic rush began 

to sweep across central Nevada. Throughout the winter 

of 1862-1863, hundreds of prospectors traveled into the 

Reese River Mining District. Living in tents, shanties, 

caves or, in one case, a modified sheep corral, these 

would-be magnates prospected, located, and claimed 
38 

thousands of "feet" on hundreds of ledges and leads. 

Although a small but steady stream of frontiersmen 

flowed into the Reese River area during March and April, 

39 
the frenzied activity began in May. Throughout the 

summer and fall thousands of miners, prospectors, 

capitalists, speculators, teamsters, merchants, gamblers, 

saloon keepers, and a sizeable number of "soiled doves" 
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trekked the 170 miles from Virginia City to the new mining 
40 

camps. According to M. J. Farrell, who arrived in Austin 

in April of 1863, the rush reached its zenith in September 

and October. As the mining excitement grew, the large 

and unstable population flowed in and out of the region 

like the tide. The permanent, resident population was 

considerably smaller. A census taken by the Reese River 

Reveille in July showed approximately 1,200 persons in 

all of Lander County, while the Reveille conservatively 

estimated the combined population of Austin and Clifton 

at approximately 1,450 in late August, 1863.̂ -̂  

The rapidity of the Reese River buildup startled 

even mining frontier veterans. A letter to the Reveille 

on May 16, 1863, favorably compared the rush to Reese 

River with those to California and the Northwest in 

the 1850s and early 1860s. This letter discussed the 

heavy flow of traffic to central Nevada from California, 

Washoe, Salt Lake City, and the eastern states. This 

pattern continued throughout the summer and fall, with 

the flow peaking at 75 to 100 arrivals per day in late 

September. The rush became so intense that by late 

summer a shortage of stagecoaches from Virginia City 

developed. The Overland Mail Company deposited six to 

twelve passengers daily in Austin, yet left three to six 

44 more waiting in Virginia City. Two weeks later, the 

Mining and Scientific Press noted: 
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The special excitement of the day appears 
to be Reese River. The daily reports from this 
interesting locality are really quite exciting. 
The rush thither, notwithstanding the near 
approach of winter, increases rather than 
diminishes. Not only from Washoe, California 
and Oregon, but also from Salt Lake, crowds of 
men and women and children are pressing into this 
new silver land. A late Virginia paper records 
the fact that the day previous not less than 60 
names were booked at that point for Austin, the 
central point of the Reese River region. Many 
go there with limited means, in the hope of 
acquiring fortune by accident rather than by 
systematic prospecting or labor.45 

The flood to Reese River continued into October, 

and the fact that the traditional direction of frontier 

movement had reversed did not escape some observers. 

Speaking of Reese River a gentlemen who 
has just come in from there says he passed 
400 wagons in the distance of 70 miles, and 
as he had an eye to the fair, he says there 
were 72 women in the crowd, rushing onward. 
Verily the migratory wave which for so many 
years has been moving onward with the cry of 
'Westward, ho!' having met the waters of the 
Pacific, now rebounds in its eagerness for 
new lands, and Eastward it moves, to fill up 
that uninhabited space which lies between 
the Sierra Nevadas and the western limits of 
the Western States.46 

Naturally, the flood of humanity left its mark 

on the area. Mining claims were legion, with 1,300 

different mining companies located in the Reese River 

Mining District by September, 1863, and 2,500 separate 

47 
locations on the books by March, 1864. As ore began 

to emerge from the ground in large quantities, ore 

reduction mills appeared. The first mill, a five-stamp 

affair owned by D. E. Buel, opened in early August and 
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soon was joined by five more.^ The town grew apace, 

to keep up with the demand. According to M. J. Farrell, 

366 structures were built during the summer of 1863 to 

augment the already existing ranks of miners' shanties, 
AQ 

tents and brush huts. 

Although the expansion and the rush continued 

through the winter of 1863 and 1864, the pace slackened 

significantly. Harsh winter weather contributed to 

this slow advance, but other factors also played a part. 

The era of the individual prospectors who acted alone or 

in small groups began to end. After a year and a half 

of feverish economic activity the dust began to clear 

and the rush began to subside. The cutting edge of 

the rush had passed, and the prospectors and others who 

had failed to "strike it rich" began to drift on, to 

try again somewhere else. Town building and steady 

development of the mineral resources in the area was 

work for people with long-term plans and the capital to 

carry them out. The winter of 1863 and 1864 offered a 

time to pause, reflect, and plan for the spring. 

When the spring arrived, the rush did not resume 

its former pace. A letter written from an Austin 

observer to the editor of the Mining and Scientific 

Press clearly summarized the changes. 

Between the city of Austin to-day and 
six months ago there is a striking contrast 
presented. Then, it is true, it was as 
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large as it is now; but what were then brush 
houses and holes in the side of Austin Hill, 
have now become comfortable tenements of 
either wood or stone. The present population 
cannot however exceed 1,800; a great number 
of persons who went to California to winter, 
either not having returned or having directed 
their attention to the 'outside' districts. 
It has been storming almost continually for 
the last ten days, from the Sierra Nevada to 
Ruby Valley, and the hills around about present 
a wintry appearance. But few miners are 
working on their ledges since the 'cold term' 
set in, and millionaires in feet may be seen 
daily in the streets, their hands thrust deep 
into their breeches pockets searching for a 
'piece' to get a 'square'.50 

As the rush waned, activity in the Reese River area 

became more orderly and stable. Although the Reese 

River economy did not actually stagnate in late 1863 

and early 1864, it did cool considerably as steady 

growth replaced the wild rush of 1863. 

The summer months of 1864 saw a continued cooling 

of the Reese River economy. As summer merged into 

fall, ominous rumblings began to shake the Reese River 

economy. The natural consolidation of the mining 

industry coupled with a rapid decline in local 

prospecting led to a reduction in the overall amount 

of mining activity in the area. Unfortunately, just 

when the Reese River mine owners most needed development 

capital, a stock market panic in San Francisco caused 

a crash of mining company stocks throughout the Pacific 

Slope mining region. This quickly led to a depression 

in the mining camps. 
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Economic stagnation began to manifest itself as 

early as July, 1864. The Reese River Reveille discussed 

the "present period of stagnation in business and panic 

in mining affairs . . ."on July 10, and in the next 

issue, July 13, discussed the depression in general and 

then pointedly issued a new advance pa3rment policy for 

mining company advertisements. The July 17 Reveille 

examined the reasons for the declining economy and then 

roundly castigated the guilty parties, including the 

prospectors, mine owners, mill owners, nearby competing 

districts, and the lack of outside developmental capital. 

By September, the Reveille was angrily attacking other 

52 

newspapers which were reporting the demise of the Reese 

o- • 53 River mines. 

By January of 1865, the depression reached a 

bitter point. Families were in distress and the 

Reveille finally realized that the problem was a regional 

54 one, not just a temporary, local aberration. These 

hard times led to harsh words in the Reveille, especially 

for the local mine owners and superintendents. 

Pity the Poor.--We do not wonder that there 
is much privation and suffering among the poor 
of this region. God help them. The necessaries 
of life are high and labor scarce. Add to this 
the fact that the majority of our laborers who 
depend upon the mines are kept out of their 
honest earnings for months by employers, and 
then paid-in-orders upon the Shylocks of the 
town, or what is still worse, in greenbacks at 
par. Not a day passes in which we do not record 
one or more lawsuits brought by miners to recover 
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money for labor, and almost invariably the 
managers of rich paying claims settle in 
greenbacks. Such men deserve the scorn and 
contempt of the entire community. The man who 
robs you on the highway, incurring the penalty 
of the law, is brave and honorable compared to 
these. The curse of God will surely descend 
on them for robbing the poor man and his 
family. We intend to make it our business in 
future to warn the public against these law-
abiding thieves.55 

The economy did not improve as the winter 

progressed. A small amount of developmental work 

occurred on some mines and a few mills were built, as 

Eastern capital slowly began to trickle into the 

56 
region, but this activity did not alter the overall 

economic situation. Local wood gatherers even went 

on strike because they could not operate profitably. 

During the month of February, 1865, the depression reached 

its worst level. The Reese River Reveille commented: 

We know that the county is in debt, and that 
bitter hard times reign in the community. The 
narrow pages of this paper, the dearth of 
business advertisements, the numerous Sheriff's 
and Constable's sales, the appeals to charity by 
many suffering laboring families, all tell the^ ĝ 
story in language stronger than we can depict it. 

Although the economic picture began to improve in mid-

1865, the halcyon days of Reese River were over. The 

years immediately following 1865 were prosperous, more 

so than in the rush, but the excitement had ended and 

the "Rush to Reese River" was over. 

While the Reese River Reveille bemoaned the fate 

of the district throughout 1864 and 1865, other observers 
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were assessing the situation more objectively. These 

outside observers, especially the highly reputable 

San Francisco journal, the Mining and Scientific Press, 

discussed two basic problems with the Reese River 

mine s. 

The first unavoidable problem involved the 

San Francisco stock market. Rampant, careless and 

many times fraudulent speculation in mining stocks, 

particularly Reese River stocks, throughout 1863 and 

early 1864 led to a crisis in the late spring of 1864. 

The San Francisco stock market collapsed and mining 

throughout the west came to a grinding halt. The Reese 

River Mining District, a relatively youthful and 

underdeveloped area, suffered especially severely in 

this economic slump. Not only did hundreds of borderline 

and fraudulent mining companies fail, the strong and 

legitimate companies faced a severe test. Not only were 

hundreds of miners laid off in the Reese River mines, 

desperately needed developmental capital became exceedingly 

scarce. The exploitation and development of the Reese 

River Mining District's truly rich mines were retarded at 
59 

a crucial time in the district's history. 

The second, and related, problem for the Reese 

River Mining District concerned a future source of capital 

once the depression ended. With the San Francisco 

financial community in a shambles and discredited at 
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home and abroad, a new source of capital had to be found. 

Reese Riverites quickly turned to the eastern United 

States, but this search for different money took time. 

Since mining had been practically at a standstill 

throughout the last half of 1864 and the first quarter 

of 1865, no solid evidence of profitable operation could 

be shown to prospective investors. It was not until 

the early months of summer, 1865, that eastern capital 

h 0 

began to appear in the Reese River Mining District. 

The arrival of this eastern capital signified the end of 

the "boom" in the Reese River and the beginning of serious 

planned economic development. The Mining and Scientific 

Press, perhaps, best sums up the end of the "Rush to 

Reese River." 
We learn from Dr. DeGroot, and other sources, that 
favorable reports are constantly coming in from the 
outside districts of Reese River, especially to 
the south of Austin, where the lodes appear to be 
larger and equally numerous, and as rich as in the 
immediate vicinity of that city. The wild and 
speculative excitements which have hitherto 
prevailed in Reese River, though to a less extent 
there than in Virginia City and vicinity, have now 
pretty much passed away, and the mining interest 
is assuming the appearance of permanent prosperity, 
with evident indications of a more business-like 
management in future. Eastern Capital is flowing 
in abundantly, to aid in the development of the 
mines, and it is generally accompanied with a 
careful, though energetic superintendence, which 
speaks well for the future.61 

Another important factor in the arrival of eastern 

capital in 1865 was the end of the Civil War. With the 

ending of the war vast human and financial resources could 
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be directed from the eastern United States to the West, 

particularly the mining West. The gold and silver needs 

of the nation would go up as the government attempted 

to redeem the "greenbacks" issued during the era. Tens 

of thousands of veterans, both Union and Confederate, 

would go west to seek their fortunes or adventure, or 

both. Capitalists, tied to the war effort until April, 

1865, could move out of their wartime economy constraints 

and seek new opportunities in the western mining industry. 

More and more eastern capital began to filter into the 

western mining industry. The Reese River area received 

a considerable amount of this capital, and by the end of 

1865 the district's "hard times" seemed to be ending. 

The arrival of eastern capital did go far in 

alleviating the Reese River economic woes. The rampant 

speculation of 1863 and 1864 was replaced by a much 

larger, but more orderly, eastern investment by late 

1865. With a solid economic base, the eastern investor 

could produce the direly needed developmental capital 

which San Francisco speculators either could not or 

would not produce in 1863 and 1864. Thus, the wild 

speculation in mining stocks, the lack of developmental 

capital, and the shortcomings in the region's milling 

technology which contributed to the slump of 1864-1865 

were all counterbalanced by the arrival of a stable 

source of capital by late 1865. 
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As the economic plight of the Reese River began 

to ease with the arrival of eastern capital, the region 

around the Reese River Mining District received a 

positive boost also. Favorable reports coming in from 

the adjacent districts of Reese River indicate the 

widespread impact of the initial rush to the Reese 

River Mining District. As the mining industry moved 

outward from the Austin area in ever widening circles, a 

dual identity of the term "Reese River" becomes apparent. 

Geographically, the Reese River Mining District was a 

rather small area. Even after the bordering districts 

of Yankee Blade and Amador were made sub-districts of 

the Reese River Mining District, the entire area 

encompassed a somewhat square-shaped region roughly 

twenty miles on each side, with Austin in the middle. 

As all of the major silver producing mines were within 

a five-mile radius of Austin, the productive portion of 

6 2 
the district was really very small. 

However, the general term "Reese River Mines" or 

"Reese River Country" encompassed a much larger area. 

This was especially true during the 1860s before new 

discoveries gave identity to other mining districts. 

An early survey of Nevada mining explained; 

The phrase 'Reese River Country', is catholic 
and comprehensive. It includes more thousands of 
square miles than mere conjecture could designate. 
It takes in more mines than the most imaginative 
mind could enumerate. It implies every variety 
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of physical and topographical structure, to which 
the caprices of nature have subjected the forms and 
dimensions of mountains, valleys, and plains.63 

Naturally, the thousands of immigrant-miners pouring into 

the Reese River Mining District in the initial rush had 

claimed and occupied all the worthwhile ground, as well 

as all the worthless ground, in the immediate area. 

Instead of returning to their homes, the footloose 

prospectors swarmed into the surrounding countryside 

to seek their fortunes in unexplored territory. They 

were relatively successful; by May of 1863 the region 
64 

contained nine separate and distinct mining districts. 

This process of outward migration from the Reese 

River District continued throughout the 1860s. By 1864 

the Reese River Country contained at least ten distinct 
6 5 

towns and villages and at least fifteen mining districts. 

In March, 1865, the Reese River Reveille described the 

Reese River Country as a huge tract of land encompassing 
66 

a portion of the state 250 miles square. As this 

outward migration continued, Austin's role as the 

social and economic center of the area became more 
defined. 

By 1865 Austin had developed a dual role as 

both a mining camp in its own right and as a major 

regional trade center. The Reveille made note of this 
6 7 

in a lengthy article in late August, 1865. Likewise, 

an article published in the Mining and Scientific Press 



51 

in March, 1866, described Austin as the commercial center 

for the Reese River Mining District and at least twenty 
68 

outlying districts. It was an area growing by leaps 

and bounds, with no end in sight. 

By mid-1867, a rather definitive picture of the 

"Reese River Country" emerged in a series of articles 

in the Mining and Scientific Press. J. A. Howe, the 

author of these articles, described the region as that 

portion of Nevada which lay between the Humboldt River 

on the north, the Colorado River on the south, Utah on 

the east, and the western boundaries of Nye and Lander 

Counties on the west. This vast region encompassed 

over half of the state of Nevada. The author discussed 

the area district by district in order to differentiate 

the "Reese River Country" from the Reese River Mining 
69 

District and its numerous sister districts. Mining 

districts within this huge tract included the following: 

Reese River Mining District--at the center of the 

region 

Big Creek Mining District--12 miles south of Austin 

Washington District--34 miles south of Austin 

Union District--55 miles southwest of Austin 

Mammoth District--85 miles southwest of Austin 

Last Chance District--90 miles southwest of Austin 

Paradise District--100 miles southwest of Austin 

Volcano District--130 miles southwest of Austin 
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Silver Peak District--130 miles south of Austin 

San Antonio District--90 miles south of Austin 

Twin River District--55 miles south of Austin 

Park Canon District--43 miles south of Austin 

Bunker Hill District--25 miles south of Austin 

Smokey Valley District--10 miles south of Austin 

Northumberland District--52 miles southeast of Austin 

Philadelphia District--85 miles south-southeast of 

Austin 

Danielle District--60 miles southeast of Austin 

Morey District--70 miles southeast of Austin 

Hot Creek District--100 miles southeast of Austin 

Empire District--110 miles southeast of Austin 

Milk Springs District--120 miles southeast of Austin 

Milk Springs District--145 miles southeast of Austin 

Cortez District--65 miles north of Austin 

Each one of these districts contained at least one mining 

camp, and some of them possessed three or four separate 

camps. Austin, serving as the focal point for these 

districts either administratively, economically, or 

both, prospered accordingly. 

Although the Reese River Mining District's mining 

economy had stabilized by 1865, the aura of the "boom" 

and the "rush" remained in these secondary districts. 

Because Austin dominated a vast mining region, "Reese 

Riverites" from Austin were involved in most of the 
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outlying districts. Also, as Austin's economy settled 

into a quiet, developmental period after 1865, many 

milling operations, merchants, prospectors and miners 

left Austin and the Reese River Mining District for 

greener pastures in the newer surrounding mining 

districts in the Reese River area. 

As the outlying areas grew in size, numbers 

and importance, economic contacts between Austin 

and these districts became an everyday occurrence. 

These transactions were as simple as the running 

of the weekly stage from Austin to one of her sister 

districts or as complex as the removal of an ore 

reduction mill from the Reese River Mining District 

to a new location. Austin became the nerve center 

for the vast Reese River Country and when a district 

one hundred miles away prospered, Austin and the Reese 

72 River Mining District shared in the prosperity. 

Examples of this far-reaching influence are 

found throughout Nevada's mining history, even 

after the Reese River Mining District ceased active 

silver production. In the 1860s, major rushes 

to Eureka, Treasure Hill, Belmont, Hot Creek and 

Tuscarora were initiated or exploited by Austinites. 

This trend continued throughout the next three 

decades, and fittingly, Austinites ended Nevada's 

ten year mining depression in 1900 by finding. 
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then publicizing, the huge silver deposits at 

Tonopah. ̂-̂  

Austin played a pivotal role in the larger 

Reese River Country for such a long span of time 

because of its permanence when compared to other 

camps, its geographic position in the center of the 

region, its transportation network, and because so 

many of the prospecting parties and mining ventures 

were linked directly to Austin. Throughout the 1860s 

and early 1870s prospecting parties of Austinites left 

their homes to prospect all over the state and even 

into bordering states. Ranging in size from a lone 

prospector to as many as forty men, these parties 

ranged from the Hximboldt River to central Arizona. They 

located claims from Tuscarora in northern Nevada to the 

Big Bug Mining District near Prescott, Arizona. 

When a discovery was made, Austin usually 

benefitted economically. Often Austin mills processed 

the ore from the new district, Austin teamsters hauled 

ore and freight to and from the area, Austin merchants 

made new sales, and many Austin investors made large 

sums of money. The Reese River Reveille addressed 

this issue in August of 1866. 

Austin, . . . was never more prosperous or more 
lively, in a business point of view, than at the 
present time. Money circulates freely, and 
every one is jubilant. The development of the 
mines in its immediate vicinity . . . have 
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given a great impetus to business in Austin, and 
every one engaged in trade or otherwise, is 
hopeful. Money is in abundance, and when this 
is the case no community can do otherwise than 
prosper.75 

Another article, in the same issue of the 

Reveille, asserted that "Austin is the chief and natural 

center" of a huge mining region and that "were there not 

a single mine within the limits of the city of this [Reese 

River Mining] district, the future wealth and prosperity 

76 
of Austin, would be equally assured." 

This optimistic, yet prophetic, assertion describes 

the position of Austin and the Reese River Mining District 

in the mid-1860s. The initial role of the Reese River 

Mining District, that of a mere provider of silver ore, 

had become the nucleus of a much larger entity. For 

decades, Austin remained a stable and permanent point 

of departure for those entering the bubbling, unpredictable 

cauldron of the central and eastern Nevada mining industry. 

While Austin developed into a staging area for 

central Nevada, the mining and milling industry provided 

the economic basis for the district's long term impact 

and survival. For two decades life in the Reese River 

District revolved around the local mining and milling 

industry, even as it declined to a secondary economic 

status in its last years of operation. 
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CHAPTER III 

MINING AND MILLING IN THE REESE 

RIVER MINING DISTRICT 

The mining and milling industry formed the 

backbone of the Reese River Mining District's economy 

from the initial discoveries in 1862 to the end of 

consistently profitable mining in 1897. The industry 

went through radical changes during these thirty-five 

years, from the chaotic days of the "Rush" to a placid 

era when Austin existed as a small, sleepy company 

town. Still, a steady progression occurred in Austin's 

economic history during this period. After the wild 

and unorganized rush ran its course, a depression began 

in 1864. This short but severe economic slump ended in 

the spring of 1865. An era of large scale development 

in the mining and milling industry began at this time 

and lasted into the late 1860s. The major aspects of 

this development were a continuing consolidation of 

mining interests and companies, coupled with and financed 

by a steady and significant influx of eastern venture 

capital into the Reese River Mining District. Thus, 

by the late 1860s only a handful of companies controlled 

mining and milling throughout the district. By 1870, 
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only two corporations survived, and by the mid-1870s 

only the Manhattan Company remained. 

The first years of the mining industry in the 

Reese River area were chaotic, frenzied, and unorganized. 

Prospect holes and shallow trenches abounded, but 

serious mining ventures with a real chance for success 

were rare indeed. During early 1863 prospecting and 

claim filing predominated over deep level mining and 

developmental work. Thousands of would-be millionaires 

scoured the mountains and valleys of the region, with 

their greatest attention focused on Lander Hill's rich 

silver veins. Lander Hill, located in Austin, quickly 

became the most productive area in the Reese River 

district and remained so for four decades. In spite of 

all this activity, the entire Reese River Mining District 

produced only $16,109 worth of bullion in 1863. The 

fact that so much effort netted so little silver did not 

escape comment at the time. Throughout 1863 the Reese 

River Reveille announced the creation of new companies, 

reported sales of "feet"* and described all the local 

mining operations in detail, but rarely did it broach 

^Western mining claims were divided into 
"feet," units which measured one linear foot in 
length. Thus a claim of 500 feet would consist of 
500 linear feet on the vein, whether it followed the 
surface or went straight down. In financial centers 
feet sold just like stock and many times shares in a 
mine represented a predetermined number of feet on 
the vein. 
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the subject of actual production. Finally, by August, 

1863, the Reveille began to advocate development of 

existing claims rather than more unprofitable 
2 

prospecting. The mines of the district finally 

began to produce silver, as all reported producing 

at least some amount of bullion by September 23. 

The Mining and Scientific Press noticed the 

same lack of production as the Reveille. Throughout 

early 1863 this journal discussed the promise of the 

Reese River mines, the new discoveries, and the frenzy 

of the rush. However, actual production figures are 

noticeably absent. The Mining and Scientific Press 

first reported a small amount of bullion production on 

September 14, 1863. A November letter to the editor 

of the Mining and Scientific Press from an Austinite 

pointed out that the Reese River Mining District was 

still in a period of exploration and could only promise 

great silver production. However, the letter stated 

that the potential of Reese River was far superior to 

that in any other area and that profitable developments 

were ahead. 

The slow development of the Reese River milling 

industry greatly retarded the progress of the entire 

district. From May, 1862, to the late summer of 1863 

all ore mined in central Nevada had to be processed 

in Virginia City or the other Washoe towns. Since this 
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procedure was prohibitively expensive, only very small 

lots of unusually rich ore were sent west for 

processing. Therefore, mining companies and individual 

miners alike worked the rich surface veins and 

stockpiled their ore until mills appeared in the 

vicinity, or in some cases, until their own mills 

could be built. 

The need for mills did not escape local and San 

Francisco millmen and speculators, even though the costs 

of building a mill in such a remote area were extremely 

high. A high quality twenty-stamp steam mill cost 

between $125,000 and $250,000, depending on the 

type of equipment in the mill and the type of mill 

building desired. Despite these costs and the 

difficulties involved in transporting, building, and 

operating a mill in the wilds of central Nevada, mill 

construction began in the early summer of 1863. The 

first mill to be completed in the Reese River Mining 

District opened on August 1. Owned by David E. Buel, 

this five-stamp affair produced the district's first 
g 

locally milled and smelted buillion by August 22. 

Mill owners and speculators believed there 

would be enough rich ore to supply many more mills. 

Within weeks, three more five-stamp mills opened. 

Brook's Mill opened on August 19, the Union Company 

Mill on September 2, and Hildreth and Company's Mill 
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(Long Island Mill) on September 9.̂  In December, Brady 

and Company's Mill, the Pioneer Mill, Farris' Mill 

and Oregon Mill joined this first group.^° Mills 

also appeared in surrounding camps. The Fountain 

Mill in Jacobsville opened in October of 1863, while 

another mill was under construction at Amador in 

December. 

Just as it appeared that the mining and milling 

industry was verging on significant and profitable 

production, two severe problems developed which further 

hindered the growth of the district's economy. The 

first of these problems developed when the newly opening 

mills announced that their milling charges would be 

one hundred dollars per ton. Then, after a few weeks 

of operation it became apparent, due to the nature of 

the Reese River ores and the inexperience of the mill 

operators with these ores, that the new mills recovered 

only 60 percent to 80 percent of the silver locked 

in the Reese River ore. Within a few weeks, every 

mill in the Reese River Mining District lay idle as 

the miners and millmen argued, rather fiercely, about 

costs and acceptable returns from the milling. 

The Reese River Reveille realized the severity 

of the problem and warned the millmen that their 

charges of one hundred dollars per ton would force the 

local miners to use the primitive arrastra to reduce 
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their ore. In a letter to the editor of the Mining 

and Scientific Press a Reese Riverite explained that 

the millmen from California and Washoe were not familiar 

13 with the Reese River's "refractory" ores. He 

believed, though, that experience and time would solve 

14 
the problem. However, it seems that time and 

experience could not quickly solve this dual problem. 

A letter from an Austinite to the Virginia City Union, 

carried in the Mining and Scientific Press, pointedly 

illustrated the situation in December. 

There are three mills here in this canon, and 
three more are being built; but they are pretty 
generally idle now, on account of the mill men and 
miners being at swords' points over the price of 
the crushing--$100 per ton. The miners also say 
that the mills are not prepared to give the proper 
return's [sic] as they have not a sufficient number 
of pans. Whatever may be the merits of the 
controversy, the disagreement exists, and its 
consequences have been injurious to the country, 
much retarding its development.15 

As the winter of 1863-1864 approached the miners 

and millmen agreed to continue mining and stockpiling 

ore until technology and economics could catch up to 

the local demands. At a miner's meeting held on 

November 14 over two hundred miners agreed to continue 

to extract and stockpile ore and develop likely looking 

prospects. "̂^ They hoped that either the corporate or 

custom millers would solve their technological problems 

during the slow winter months and in the spring provide 

better results and lower costs. 
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Most of the silver ores in the Reese River 

district were quartz-based, and in many mines the quartz 

was linked to various sulfides, especially pyrite. Thus, 

the silver locked in the quartz and the complex silver 

bearing sulfides in the Reese River district resisted 

a simple milling process. Crushing the ore in stamp 

mills and using mercury to amalgamate the silver did 

not work with Reese River ores as it did in California 

or the Washoe. So, local miners and millers considered 

the ores as refractory ores, or ores which could not be 

efficiently or easily reduced. As a result, ores which 

assayed very high in the assayer's office would produce 

only a fraction of their potential silver values when 

milled. When the oxidized, easily milled, ores which 

extended downward about fifty feet from the surface ran 

out, only the "refractory" sulfide or quartz ores 

remained. It was the inability to process these ores 

which brought mining in the district to a halt in 1864. 

And, for all practical purposes, mining in the district 

could not proceed until the problem was solved. 

Although the miners and millmen looked ahead 

to 1864 with optimism, their hopes turned out to be 

unjustified. During 1864 development work progressed 

on only a handful of mines. Those promising mines, 

which had been discovered in early 1863 and worked with 

vigor throughout the year, weathered the hard times of 
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1864 and 1865. By mid-1864 the Reese River millmen had 

learned how to process the district's ores, but the 

economic slump of 1864-1865 so retarded development 

that only a handful of companies were in a position 

to advance when times got better. 

In March of 1864 a local mining and milling 

company solved the major technological problems 

involving the Reese River ores. The Oregon Company, 

owned by Frost, O'Neil, Vanderbosch, et al., erected a 

roasting furnace to operate in conjunction with its 

newly completed mill. The furnace passed its tests in 

March and the ores began to yield their silver. This 

technique, implemented at the urging of J. Q. C. 

Vanderbosch and John Veach, local assayers and partners 

in the Oregon Company, assured the success of the Reese 

18 
River Mining District and the Oregon Company. 

The new roasting process added an intermediate 

step to the traditional stamping process. Crushed 

ores were taken from the stamp mills and roasted in a 

furnace to bum off sulfur components and melt the 

silver into a matte. Then, mercury was added to 

further amalgamate the silver so that bars of silver 

bullion could be poured. 

Soon, all the mills in the district added 

roasting furnaces, and mills which had been idle for 

months began to crush ore again. However, the lack 



70 

of large amounts of developmental capital for the local 

mines hindered the growth of the milling industry because 

not enough ore surfaced to employ all the mills 

effectively. Although some mills remodeled or updated 

their operations, in addition to adding roasting 

furnaces, no new ones were built during 1864. In July, 

the same seven mills which were in place at the end of 

1863 still pounded away in Austin, while only one new 

19 one had been built at Yankee Blade. The economic 

slump which followed the summer of 1864 prohibited any 

new mill construction, further hindering growth in the 

milling industry. While Reese River millmen sorted 

out their technological problems during 1863 and 1864, 

the local mining industry rapidly advanced through 

several stages of development. 

The tiomult which accompanied the rush to Reese 

River clearly left its mark on the local mining 

industry. Throughout 1863 and 1864 poor prospectors 

or equally destitute speculators owned the great 

majority of the mining claims and mining companies in 

the district. Both of these groups suffered from the 

same problem, a lack of capital necessary to develop 

a surface claim into a profitable mine. As the weeks 

and months passed these small time operators realized 

they had few options. They could sell out to larger 

investors and eliminate a need for money, or merge 
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their interests to try to more effectively use available 

manpower and cash. Just months after the rush began 

the process of consolidation started. The thousands of 

companies and mines then vanished almost as fast as 

they formed. 

The process of consolidation in the district 

began as early as January, 1863. On January 23, the 

Mining and Scientific Press reported that the Reese 

River Mining Company of San Francisco owned all or part 

20 of fourteen ledges. By April, the company owned 

sixteen separate claims and seems to have established 

a pattern of purchase and consolidation which continued 

21 for many years. These efforts at consolidation 

accelerated rapidly during 1864. Weak companies 

collapsed, adjoining claims merged, and ledges played 

out. The number of people, claims, and companies 

diminished as they were absorbed by their neighbors 

or simply allowed to lapse. 

The San Francisco Daily Morning Call explained 

this situation in June, 1864. "The mines are owned 

by poor men, . . . but those [few] who have been 

fortunate enough to get below the water line, are now 

reaping a rich harvest."^^ In July, the traveling 

correspondent of the San Francisco News Letter and 

Mining Journal wrote from Austin further documenting 

this trend: 
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About all the mines being worked here are 
owned by a few persons, who have combined the 
capital for working, and leave the management 
to one of their company who is a practical 
miner.23 

A report on the mineral resources of the Reese River 

Region, written in early 1865 by A. Blatchly, Mining 

Engineer, lists only fourteen serious mining operations 

in Austin, two in Yankee Blade, and only one in New 

24 York Canon and Amador. Although Blatchly's list 

probably is not comprehensive it does encompass the 

obviously productive mines and illustrates a rather 

remarkable drop in the number of working mines in the 

Reese River district. The precipitous decline from 

scores of potentially rich claims being worked in 1863 

and 1864 to a handful a year later clearly illustrates 

the district's rapid consolidation. 

While the Reese River District generally 

languished during 1864, certain individual companies 

prospered. Among these was the Oregon Company, which 

owned the Oregon, North Star, Blue Ledge and Southern 

Light claims as well as the Oregon Mill. The Oregon 

Company was founded in December, 1862, by John Frost, 

J. Q. C. Vanderbosch, Felix O'Neil, and George Buffet. 

Retuming in March of 1863 to exploit their claims they 

found they had made some very rich locations. Throughout 

1863 and 1864 they worked to establish their business. 

The company changed names, from Frost, O'Neil and Company 
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to the Oregon Company in the spring or early summer of 

1863, and incorporated as the Oregon Mining and 

25 Milling Company in March, 1864. The company soon 

prospered because it possessed rich claims and because 

it managed its resources very carefully. 

Between March and September of 1863 the Oregon 

Company mines produced enough surface silver to pay for 

further expansion. In December the company opened a 

five-stamp mill and by March, 1864, it had solved the 

puzzle of the Reese River ores by erecting roasting 

furnaces to treat the ore. In April of 1864 the Mining 

and Scientific Press reported that the Oregon Company 

stood "at the head of claims" in the Reese River Mining 

26 District. The company possessed four rich claims and 

a "first class" mill, all completely paid for by the 

partners out of their individual interest in the original 

mines.^^ So, only a year after actual production began, 

the Oregon Company and its mines occupied the premier 

position in the Reese River Mining District and were 

already in a position to dominate the future development 

of the area. 

While the Oregon Company and a handful of the 

district's other more successful mining ventures moved 

to the fore in the district, others were not so fortunate. 

Throughout the dismal economic slump of 1864-1865 the 

lesser operations struggled to survive. Even the larger. 
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better established mining operations cut back as the 

economic times worsened. Wage earning miners were 

laid off, mills shut down, and bills left unpaid as 

things worsened throughout 1864. The small operator 

fared even worse. Although milling costs had dropped 

slightly from the one hundred dollars per ton charged 

in 1863, the rates still ranged from seventy-five 

dollars to one hundred dollars per ton. The individual 

mine owner or very small company could not afford these 

charges on their small batches of ore. So, many sold 

out to their neighbors, or merged with them to combine 

limited resources. 

The small time miners and prospectors who 

wanted to make a go of it developed various methods 

which allowed them to hang on. By mid-summer of 

1864 fifty or more Reese Riverites were busily at 

work with hand mortars and pestles. They made five 

to ten dollars per day by purchasing or mining small 
28 

lots of high-grade ore and then "milling" it by hand. 

The more ambitious hand millers developed small one-

and two-stamp crushers operated by cams and a hand 

crank.^^ This small stamp mill idea blossomed, and by 

mid-August four- and five-stamp mills powered by hand 
30 

or by horse were being built by many mine owners. 

In this way small operators and unemployed miners 

weathered the hard times of 1864-1865. 
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The economic slxomp at Reese River extended well 

into the summer of 1865. In January, 1865, Austin 

contained seven stamp mills, five of which used the 

newly developed roasting furnaces. Since Austin 

possessed seven mills in December of 1863, it can be 

seen that the industry indeed stood still throughout 

31 1864. The mines which possessed rich ore and a 

modicum of capital continued to work deeper into the 

earth. Shallow surface workings with no ore at the 

deeper levels faded away, and the mining industry entered 

a new developmental stage during 1865. 

Beginning in mid-1865 a flood of eastern capital, 

much of it freed by the end of the Civil War, led to 

large scale development in the Reese River mining and 

milling industries. The last half of 1865 saw a dramatic 

increase in milling operations in and around Austin and 

a substantial increase in bullion production. This 

influx of capital led to increased activity on both 

large and small claims, a spurt in mill building, and, 

ultimately, to a half a decade of prosperity and promise 

for the district. 

Austin blossomed during the second half of the 

1860s and its fortunes rode on a substantial and 

businesslike mining and milling industry. The ranks 

of small time prospectors and one man mining operations 

faded from the scene. A few well managed and well 
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financed companies, often consolidated from many earlier 

ventures, survived to reap the rewards of Reese River. 

By 1866 only 133 producers of ore appeared in the 

32 
Lander County Assessor's books, a dramatic decline 

from the hundreds of potentially rich claims being 

worked in 1863 and 1864. Since many of these latter 

producers leased their mines, or parts of a mine, from 

larger companies, it is unlikely that more than seventy 

or seventy-five mines were actually being worked in the 

entire Reese River-Amador-Yankee Blade area during this 

33 era of prosperity. 

Clarence King's Report of the Geological 

Exploration of the Fortieth Parallel sheds a great deal 

of light on the evolution of the Reese River Mining 

District's mining history during the 1865-1870 period. 

When King's expedition to explore and survey the territory 

between the Sierra Nevadas and the eastern front of 

the Rockies reached Austin in September, 1869, he found 

that the properties of the mining industry already were 

highly consolidated. A handful of companies operating 

a few productive claims controlled the district. Within 

a period of six years (1863-1869) the thousands of claims 

and hundreds of working mines had been grouped into three 
34 

or four industrially-oriented corporate enterprises. 

King pointed out that this consolidation occurred 

because the truly rich veins in the area were located 
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in a relatively small area of Lander Hill. After several 

years of surface mining and- unorganized prospecting 

the great majority of working mines simply ran out of 

35 
ore. A few mines on Lander Hill continued to produce 

and they quickly gained a dominant position in the 

district. 

By the time King viewed Austin in 1869 the only 

working and profitable mines in the Reese River Mining 

District were the Oregon and North Star, owned by the 

Manhattan Mining Company, and the Buel North Star, 

owned by a group of local mine owners who had 

consolidated their claims. All other mines in the 

district either lay idle or were being worked so 

sporadically that they could not be classed as 
3^ 

producers. King visited many of the idle claims 

which previously had produced huge profits and he 

discussed their rise and fall on an individual basis. 

The Troy Mine, on Lander Hill, still operated in 1869, 

but it was beginning to operate at a loss when King 

examined its books. The Florida Mine, worked by the 

New York and Austin Silver Mining Company, had been 

very profitable but suspended operations in early 1869. 

The Diana, one of the district's earliest successes, 

closed in the summer of 1868. The Savage, another very 

successful early mine, also failed in the summer of 1868. 

The Great Eastem closed in 1867 or 1868, never having 
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shown a profit. The Whitlach Union and Camargo mines, 

both very successful in 1863 and 1864, had been idle 

37 for several years by 1869. 

In Yankee Blade the situation was even more 

limited. All the mines in this locale suspended 

operations in the depression of 1864 and 1865. Only 

one, the Yankee Blade, was being worked in 1869 and 

it was only open because A. A. Curtis, the manager of 

the Manhattan Mine, decided to reopen the mine as a 

38 

speculative venture. 

Although the Reese River mining industry went 

through great changes during the period of consolidation 

and industrialization between 1863 and 1870, the handful 

of mines which emerged produced millions of dollars worth 

of silver. The immediate Reese River area (including 

Amador and Yankee Blade after 1865) produced approximately 

$7 million worth of silver bullion between 1864 and 1870, 
we 11 over one third of the area's total production from 

39 
discovery until 1940. This bullion produced a permanent 

settlement where only a wild mining camp had existed 

before, and by the late 1870s an industrial economy based 

on large scale corporate mining was firmly established in 

the district. 

While the mining industry followed a gradual 

course towards consolidation, the milling industry in 

the Reese River Mining District developed too quickly. 
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A frenzy to build mills swept the Reese River Mining 

District in 1865 and 1866, producing a milling, capacity 

far in excess of the district's actual needs. As the 

outlying districts developed their own milling capacity 

this disparity became even more pronounced. 

Due to the economic slump of 1864-1865, no new 

mills were built until mid-1865. Thus, the seven mills 

completed in Austin during 1863, and very early 1864, 

served the area's expanding mining industry quite 

adequately for almost two years. However, as the 

recession ended and eastem capital appeared in the 

district a flurry of mill construction began. John 

Ross Browne wrote in his first Report Upon the Mineral 

Resources of the States and Territories West of the 

Rocky Mountains that in late 1866 Austin and the nearby 

districts of Yankee Blade and Amador contained "seventeen 

steam mills, carry nearly two hundred stamps, and [are] 

capable of crushing and amalgamating one hundred fifty 

40 tons of ore daily." Browne quickly pointed out that 

this capacity far exceeded the available ore supply, 

that not even a quarter of the mills ran steadily 

during the year, and that by late 1866 or early 1867 less 

than a quarter of the mills were in operation. Therefore, 

if less than one-quarter of seventeen mills were operating, 

only three, or perhaps four of the seventeen mills in and 
41 

around Austin remained in operation by early 1867. 
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This n\amber of mills shrank drastically during 

1867, as Browne's report of the following year lists only 

twelve mills in Austin and the immediate vicinity. 

Browne was more charitable in his second report and 

did not differentiate between working and idle mills, 

simply listing all those in operation or in a suitable 

43 condition to be put in operation. Browne did say that 

some mills had been removed or dismantled, a statement 

which marked the beginning of a long term reduction 

in the number of mills and in the overall milling capacity 

44 of the district. 

The rapid decline of the milling industry ended 

when the milling capacity reached a roughly equal 

balance with ore production. By September, 1869,this 

balance had been achieved. Clarence King reported that 

in September, 1869, Austin and the immediate vicinity 

contained "six or seven mills, having in the aggregate 

about 75 or 80 stamps." However, only one mill in 

46 
the district, the Manhattan, was running. The 

Manhattan's only potential competition, the Keystone 

Mill, had bumed in the spring of 1868. The Manhattan 

Mill nearly had monopolized milling in the area, as it 

treated the ores of its own mines and also treated those 

of all the other producing mines in the vicinity. Still, 

the other mine owners preferred a little competition, or 

the threat of competition, in the market place, so the 
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Lane and Fuller Company refurbished the Metacom Mill 

at Yankee Blade as a means to influence the price of 

49 
milling at the Manhattan Mill. They did not actually 

use the mill, they just kept it in operating condition. 

As a potential competitor to the Manhattan Mill the 

Metacom Mill served its somewhat threatening purposes 

^ ^^ 50 perfectly. 

Thus, by 1870, the mining and milling industry 

of the Reese River Mining District had completed its 

evolution from a wild and unruly mining economy to an 

industrial economy based on one or two large mining and 

milling companies. In 1870 only two mining companies 

controlled the Reese River Mining District and the 

surrounding districts such as Yankee Blade and Amador. 

The lion's share of this control belonged to the 

Manhattan Mining Company which became the lifeblood 

of Austin's mining and milling economy in the late 1860s 

and continued to dominate the area for twenty years. 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE MANHATTAN MINING COMPANY 

During the era of consolidation in the Reese 

River region the Manhattan Mining Company forged a 

position as the leading mining and milling enterprise 

in central Nevada. Following a brief period of turmoil 

during the company's first years it developed into a 

sound and profitable venture. For two decades after 

1867 the Manhattan Company grew in strength. Shrewd 

managers, good ore bodies, and a long term willingness 

to update its technology allowed the company to maintain 

its dominant position in central Nevada as well as the 

Reese River District throughout the life of the company. 

In July, 1865, a group of New York investors 

formed the Manhattan Silver Mining Company of Nevada. 

The capital stock of the new company, $1 million, 

was to be used to purchase controlling interest in the 

already proven and well-known properties of the Oregon 
2 

Mill and Mining Company and to develop them further. 

The new company's officers retained the reputable 

firm of Adelberg and Raymond, mining engineers and 

metallurgists, to examine the property of the Oregon 

Mill and Mining Company before the purchase, then to 

86 



87 

make recommendations as to development of the property 
3 

after the purchase. 

By early 1865, the purchased property already 

had won a reputation as a profitable and well-managed 

mine. The Manhattan Silver Mining Company purchased 

the following from the Oregon Mill and Mining 

Company; 

1. A ten-stamp ore reduction mill, with 

roasting ovens and amalgamating apparatus, capable 

of working seven tons of ore daily 

2. Eighteen hundred acres of woodland, to 

furnish nut pine logs to fuel the steam engines of 

both the mines and the mill 

3. Four silver-bearing quartz lodes; the 

North Star (1,000 feet on the ledge), the Oregon 

(1,000 feet), the Blue Ledge (800 feet), and the 

Southem Light (900 feet)^ 

According to the firm of Adelberg and Raymond, when 

the Manhattan Company purchased the assets of the 

Oregon Mining and Milling Company, the company's 

books showed a profit of approximately $240,000 in 

calendar year 1864. It seemed as if the newly formed 

Manhattan Company was a guaranteed success, as it had 

capital, intelligent advice from professional engineers, 

four rich mines, and a successful, working ore reduction 

mill. 
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Yet, for almost two years the company performed 

miserably, and it did not show a profit until 1867. 

Several problems delayed the growth of the Manhattan 

Mining Company. First, the company appointed an 

inexperienced and unqualified General Superintendent, 

John E. Boyd, whose duties included the overall management 

of the company's mining and milling operations. He 

appointed superintendents to manage the underground work 

and milling complex. Initially he retained John Frost, 

one of the original partners in the Oregon Company, to 

supervise the underground work. However, by early 

1866 Frost had left the Manhattan Company and been 

replaced by Michael Kiman. Kiman, a well-known and 

experienced miner, left the company in May, 1866. During 

this period the production of the Manhattan Company's 

rich mines declined steadily. Apparently Boyd insisted 

on directing the underground work himself and he soon 

lost the vein. He alienated both Frost and Kiman, two 

able miners and superintendents, in a matter of months 

and caused the Reese River Mining District's richest 

claims to almost fail. 

To complicate matters further, Boyd spent a 

large amount of the new company's operating capital 

on above ground improvements. A new twenty-stamp 

reduction mill was built between September, 1865,and 

April, 1866, and new hoist houses and other structures 
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were also built to service the Oregon and North Star 
g 

shafts. Although Boyd seemed to be doing everything 

possible to develop the claims, he was actually failing 

miserably. By spending all the available capital 

above ground, before adequate ore reserves were proven 

underground, the company soon found itself in possession 

of a splendid physical plant with no ore to process. 

In August or September, 1866, the situation became very 

serious for the Manhattan Company. The developmental 

capital had been spent, bills were mounting daily, ore 

production had almost ceased and the Lander County 

Sheriff announced that the company's assets would be 
9 

sold to pay its debts. 

With the company teetering on the brink of 

bankruptcy and closure, the New York stockholders chose 

to reorganize the management structure. The company's 

most pressing debts were paid and the Sheriff's sale 

avoided. A new General Superintendent, James Bowstead, 

a well-known and experienced miner from Sacramento, 

California, arrived in mid-September to replace Boyd 

as General Agent. Bowstead resumed operations at 

the company and lured John Frost back from the new 

White Pine District to supervise the Manhattan Company's 

underground work. 

Frost quickly proved his worth, as he 

immediately altered the line of deadwork Boyd had 
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followed for over a year and found the lost Oregon vein 

12 
after only a few days of work. Within a few weeks the 

Manhattan Company had turned the corner and was well on 

its way to becoming a profitable venture. General Agent 

Bowstead pushed ahead with vigor, and by December 11, 

1866, enough ore had been gathered to reactivate the 

13 company's mill. 

Although the year 1867 began on a positive note 

for the Manhattan Company, the company faced a crisis 

in late January when General Agent Bowstead suddenly 

died. Fortunately, as far as the Manhattan Company 

was concerned, an able replacement could be found on 

the scene and in the firm's employ. Allen A. Curtis, 

the Manhattan Company's Austin-based accountant, 

stepped in to fill Bowstead's position. 

Curtis, a New Jersey native, had arrived in 

Austin by way of California in April, 1865. He 

immediately became the bookkeeper for the Oregon 

Company, and when the property sold to the Manhattan 

Company in July, 1865,he became the bookkeeper for the 

new company. "̂^ When the Manhattan Company faced 

financial hardship in late 1866 Curtis invested heavily 

in Manhattan Company stock, which not only helped save 

the company but made Curtis a significant minority 

stockholder."^^ After Agent Bowstead died Curtis 

quickly stepped in and because of both his managerial 
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abilities and vested interests he became the General 

Agent of the company by the end of February, 1867. 

Curtis no doubt realized that Boyd's mistakes 

were well on their way to being remedied by Bowstead 

at the time of his death. Therefore, Curtis simply 

continued with the existing staff. He kept Frost 

in charge of the underground work and J. R. Murphy, 

another Bowstead appointee, in charge of the milling 

operation. This decision to continue a successful 

management team achieved positive results almost 

immediately. By the end of 1867 the Manhattan Company 

paid off its entire indebtedness and the company became 

the largest producer of ore in the Reese River Mining 

T\' J- • J. 1 8 District. 

Production figures clearly illustrate the 

Manhattan Company's leap into its predominant position. 

In the quarter ending September 30, 1866, the Manhattan 

Company mines produced no ore at all. In the quarter 

ending December 31, 1866, (four months after Bowstead's 

arrival) the company produced 69 tons of ore. The 

following quarter, ending March 31, 1867, the company 

produced 384 tons of ore and the next quarter, ending 

June 30, 1867, the company produced 760 tons of ore. 

The quarter ending December 31, 1867, showed almost 

as good results with 725 tons of ore produced. By 

the end of 1867 the mines of the Manhattan Company 
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were far and away the most productive and profitable 

in the entire district, producing over a third of the 

entire Reese River Mining District's ore and over twice 

19 as much ore as any of its competitors. 

For the next several years the Manhattan Company 

continued to produce profitably and improve its production 

techniques. Throughout 1868 and 1869 the ore production 

of the Manhattan Company rose consistently while that 

of the other producing mines dropped steadily, leaving 

the Manhattan Company as the only significant producer 

of ore in the district. While other mines occasionally 

rivalled or topped the Manhattan Company's quarterly 

production, none could hope to compete on a year-in 

^ u • 20 year-out basis. 

Curtis realized in 1869 that eventually the 

Manhattan Company would be forced to depend on lower 

and lower grade ores for survival. He also believed 

that any process, no matter what the cost, that would 

lower reduction costs and increase efficiency could 

make the Manhattan Company's operations significantly 

more profitable. This point was driven home for 

Curtis in 1869 when costs of mining and reduction 

rose as ore quality declined. Although the rush to 

White Pine, seventy miles east of Austin, certainly 

contributed to the financial and mining slump in Austin 

in 1869, Curtis could see the real problem of rising 
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labor, materials, fuel, and transportation costs as the 

real foe. As ore quality declined, as Curtis knew it 

would, the situation would only worsen. The company 

made a very small profit that year, and Curtis believed 

it could have been much more with a more efficient 

method of ore reduction in place at Austin. 

While the Manhattan Company began to search for 

a more profitable ore reduction method, another Reese 

Riverite was inventing just such a process. C. A. 

Stetefeldt, a long-time Nevada miner with experience 

in the Reese River ores, built a test furnace near Reno 

in the summer of 1869. The Stetfeldt furnace was a 

type of roasting furnace which used a chloridizing 

agent, in conjunction with the heat of the furnace, to 

prepare silver ores for amalgamation. The finely ground 

silver ore passed down a shaft against a current of hot 

air. This resulted in a 90 percent chloridized product 

ready to be amalgamized. The Stetefeldt furnace, with 

a 90 percent product, was much more efficient than any 

other roasting furnace and possessed great potential. 

Backed by English capital, the experiment proved to be 

22 a great success. 

Within a matter of months the management of the 

Manhattan Company began to inquire about the new process. 

As early as December, 1869, the President of the Manhattan 

Company advised Curtis to purchase the necessary patents 
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and royalties to guarantee its access to the Stetefeldt 

23 
process. In early March, 1870, the Manhattan Company 

sent ore samples to Reno to test the new process and 

in early April the company closed the Manhattan Mill 

in order to convert it to the Stetefeldt process. 

25 By late June the new furnace was in operation. In 

August, the Stetefeldt furnace cut roasting costs by 

50 percent as it used less fuel and labor to produce 

more silver product, and allowed low and middle grade 

26 
ores to be worked profitably. 

Curtis and the Manhattan Company clearly understood 

the import of this technological breakthrough. Their 

original agreement with the Stetefeldt Company gave 

the Manhattan Company the exclusive use of the furnace 

in and around the Reese River Mining District. Thus 

the company acquired a technological monopoly in 

the district almost overnight. Even though the royalties 

to the process cost the Manhattan Company a fee of two 

dollars per ton of ore sent through the furnace it was 

well worth the expense.^^ This was especially true 

because the process increased the profits of the 

company's growing custom milling business. Since the 

company charged a set fee, per ton, to mill ore for 

other customers, any increase in efficiency showed as 

profit for the company, and was not passed on to the 

customers. While the Manhattan Company moved to establish 
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a monopoly in the milling industry, it also took steps 

to protect its mining interests. 

In early 1868 the Manhattan Company began to 

shield its underground interests from their greatest 

threat, litigation. A lawsuit over claim boundaries 

between the Timoke and Manhattan Companies was settled 

out of court by agreeing to new, well established 

boundary lines. A similar agreement with the owners 

of the Buel North Star settled the Manhattan Company's 

western boundary. In this manner, the companies 

avoided costly litigation and the mine's profit 
28 

went to the mine owners and not the lawyers. As 

the fortunes of the Reese River Mining District 

declined, many of the local mines were abandoned or 

worked only enough to maintain title. Curtis feared 

that new owners of these idle claims would attempt 

to expropriate Manhattan Company veins through legal 

action involving boundary questions or other complicated 

issues of mining law. So, the Manhattan Company 

initiated a policy of purchasing any and all claims 

which might interfere with the company's operations 

or produce ore on a profitable basis. 

The first of these defensive purchases came 

in July, 1871, when the Manhattan Company purchased 

the entire holdings of the Reese River Consolidated 

Company.^^ The Reese River Consolidated owned over 
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forty separate claims located on Lander and Union 

Hills, This number included many of the most well 

known and most productive mines from the district's 

30 early years. This purchase gave the Manhattan 

Company undisputed possession of nearly all of Lander 

Hill and left only a half dozen, or fewer, producing 

31 mines outside the company's control. Once the 

Manhattan Company established this commanding position 

in the district, the mining industry in the area 

stabilized, with the fortunes of the area tied to the 

success or failure of one company. 

Over the next fifteen years the Manhattan 

Company quietly and continually expanded its operations 

in the region. Curtis purchased contiguous and non

contiguous claims as they became available over the 

years, so that the company became a huge mining complex 

when compared to its original holdings. When the 

Manhattan Company purchased the four claims of the 

Oregon Company no one could have predicted the eventual 

growth of the new venture. The Manhattan Company's 

holdings grew from 3,700 feet on the four original 

ledges in 1865 to over 70,000 linear feet on 68 

different claims by 1872. This process of acquisition 

continued throughout the 1870s. At the end of the decade 

the Manhattan Company owned 129,810 feet of Lander Hill 

33 
ledges on approximately 150 different claims. 
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While the Manhattan Company steadily expanded 

during the 1870s changes within the company also occurred. 

In the Slammer of 1874 San Francisco capitalists purchased 

34 control of the stock in the Manhattan Company. Capital 

stock in the company jumped from $387,500 to $1 million 

35 and the main office moved from New York to San Francisco. 

However, these changes had no noticeable effect in 

Austin, as Curtis remained the General Agent and retained 
36 

his hand-picked staff. 

The Manhattan Company entered the 1880s in a 

seemingly impregnable position. The steady and 

profitable ore production of the 1870s continued for 

the first half of the 1880s while the company's custom 

milling business flourished. To the casual observer 

the Manhattan Company, with an inexhaustible ore supply 

and excellent facilities, appeared to be a permanent 

institution. Yet, in 1887 the company went bankrupt 

and the assets of the historic mining operation were 

sold at a sheriff's sale. 

In 1881, Allen A. Curtis stepped down as General 

Agent of the Manhattan Company and installed his 
37 

brother, Melville Curtis, in the position. Although 

Allen Curtis continued to keep in close contact with 

the company's operations, his other business ventures 

occupied most of his time. Melville Curtis arrived in 

Austin in mid-1875 and became the U.S. Deputy Mineral 
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Surveyor. He worked the Reese River Mining District 

and central Nevada region and listed his office in the 
38 

Manhattan Mill. Melville apparently learned the 

mining business well, for only six years later Allen 

gave him complete control of the company's operations. 

From 1880 to 1884 the company's profits remained 

constant. However, the quality of the Lander Hill ores 

deteriorated drastically after 1884, and profits declined 

39 
in a like manner. During 1885 and 1886 the Manhattan 

Company mined less ore than it had since the mid-1860s 

and its yearly gross yields were likewise the lowest 

the company had experienced in almost two decades. 

In January, 1887, the Manhattan Silver Mining 

Company sold its assets to a group of investors headed 

by L. J. Hanchett, who was to supervise the mines, and 

41 
R. M. Whipple of Chicago, who financed the venture. 

The asking price for the entire Manhattan Company complex 

42 
was $200,000, but the final sale price was $175,000. 

The new enterprise retained the old company's name, but 

brought in an entirely new staff headed by Hanchett. 

Legal problems developed almost immediately 

for the new company. Apparently the new company's 

stockholders could not agree on how to run the operation 

or how to finance it. Litigation soon killed the 

fledgling venture. The works and all assets of the 

Manhattan Silver Mining Company were sold at a sheriff's 
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sale in December, 1887. The successors to the original 

Manhattan Company had failed in less than a year, and 

were only the first in a long line of companies which 

foundered on the rocks of the Reese River. 

Following the failure of Hanchett's venture, a 

new company, the Manhattan Mining and Reduction Company, 

was formed. This new company, owned by the lienholders 

who had backed Hanchett's attempts, purchased all the 

property of the Manhattan Company (valued at $300,000) 

44 
at the sheriff's sale for $41,000. The new company 

began to develop various shafts on Lander Hill in 1888, 

but litigation again began between stockholders and 

lienholders. As a result, the mines produced little 

ore in 1888.^^ In 1889, after the internal legal battles 

had ended, the company produced 12,429 tons of ore, an 
46 

all time high for the Manhattan Company mines. Still, 

costs exceeded yield by roughly six thousand dollars 

and the company realized it could not make a profit. 

During 1890 and 1891 the Manhattan Mining and Reduction 

Company did very little work on Lander Hill. Total 

production for both years amounted to only 2,398 tons 

in 1890 and 217 tons in 1891.^^ After a dismal year in 

1891 the owners of the company decided to sell their 

holdings. Declines in ore quality and in silver prices 

during these years negated increases in mining and 

milling efficiency. 
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On September 8, 1891, the Reese River Reveille 

reported that all the property of the Manhattan Mining 

and Reduction Company had been purchased by the Austin 

49 Mining Company. This company, with P. T. Famsworth 

as manager, immediately poured large amounts of money 

into its operations. In 1893 the company began to 

work on the Clifton tunnel, a drainage and ventilation 

tunnel started in the 1860s, which was pushed forward 

periodically in the 1870s and 1880s, but never finished. 

It was hoped that the tunnel would drain the Lander 

Hill mines and lower operating costs, i.e., pumping 

costs, enough to make mining profitable. This was a 

growing problem as shafts went deeper into Lander Hill, 

and the pumping expenses grew every year. Although 

pumping costs did decline, silver prices fell faster, 

so the project ultimately failed. The company also 

built a large new mill near the mouth of the Clifton 

tunnel after its completion in 1896. 

Although the Austin Mining Company expended 

large sums to open the six thousand foot Clifton tunnel, 

to expand operations in other Lander Hill shafts, and 

to build a new and modern ore reduction mill, the 

company never made a profit. The company roughly 

broke even for the period 1891-1899, but following 

1899 the company cut back operations drastically. 

The operations of the Austin Mining Company also were 
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clouded by litigation. The major stockholder in the 

company, J. G. Phelps Stokes, sued his manager, P. T. 

Famsworth, in 1901. Stokes alleged that Famsworth 

had drained a large amount of money out of the Austin 

52 Mining Company's coffers for his personal use. The 

suit, which dragged on for over a year, paralyzed the 

Austin Mining Company. Almost no work was done in 1901 

and 1902, and finally in June of 1902 Stokes ended all 

company operations and turned the works of the Austin 

53 Mining Company over to lessors. 

Between 1902 and 1905 various mines on Lander 

Hill were worked by local lessors who conducted all 

the mining. In June, 1905,this situation changed. 

A Chicago syndicate known as the Austin-Hanopah Mining 

Company purchased the Austin Mining Company's holdings 

for $70,000.^^ Apparently this company attempted to 

mine its stockholders and not Lander Hill. By the 

end of 1906 all mining and milling work ceased. 

The last major attempt to exploit the riches 

of Lander Hill came between 1908 and 1914. In January, 

1908, a group of investors from Chicago purchased the 

holdings of the Austin-Hanopah Mining Company, as well 

as many individual Reese River mines. This new 

company, the Austin-Manhattan Consolidated Mining 

Company, boasted in its advertising literature and 

in its prospectus that the company had acquired 164 
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claims on and around Lander Hill. The new company 

immediately began clearing out the Clifton tunnel and 
CO 

reestablishing the mining operations. 

In 1909 two entirely new mining companies 

entered the area. The Austin-Nevada Consolidated Mining 

Company started to work on the eastem, underdeveloped, 

edge of Lander Hill while the Maricopa Mines Company 

initiated work in the old Patriot Mine at Yankee Blade, 

under a lease from the Austin-Manhattan Consolidated 

59 
Mining Company. All three of these companies 

attempted to succeed where others had failed and 

they quickly joined the ranks of the failures. In 

1912, after four years of unprofitable production, the 

Austin-Manhattan Consolidated Mining Company suspended 

operations and fell into a receivership. In 1914 one 

of the company's largest creditors, H. C. Fownes, 

fi n 

purchased the company. Fownes formed the Austin-

Manhattan Consolidated Silver Mines, but very little 

work was ever done by this company. 

The Maricopa Mines Company failed in April, 

1913, and the Austin-Nevada Consolidated Mining Company 

finally failed in 1920. A newcomer, the Austin-Dakota 

Development Company, entered the Reese River Mining 

District in 1914, went into a receivership in 1916, 

and finally shut down in 1920.^"^ By 1920 only lessors 

and local prospector/miners remained to pick over 
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the hundreds of abandoned shafts in the Austin 

area. 

Occasional attempts to form mining companies 

occurred in the 1930s and early 1940s, but none 

64 
proved successful. One such venture, the Austin 

Silver Mining Company, attempted to reopen mines on 

Lander Hill and at Yankee Blade between 1935 and 1938, 

but was only marginally profitable. This operation 

ended in 1938, and once again the mines of Lander 

6 S 
Hill were closed. 

Therefore, upon examining the entirety of mining 

in the Reese River district the predominance of the 

Manhattan Mining Company emerges. This company, through 

its managerial and technological expertise, coupled with 

good fortune, came to dominate not only the Reese River 

area, but the entire central Nevada region. Its high 

quality custom milling work tied nearly all surrounding 

mines and camps to Austin and the Reese River. When 

ore quality and silver prices declined, the Manhattan 

Mining Company management saw the end in sight and sold 

the operation before the local mining industry collapsed 

completely. The Manhattan Company opted to leave the 

final agonizing days of the Reese River mining industry 

to those with more faith and less judgement than they. 

The closing of Austin's mines also ended another 

interesting aspect of Reese River mining. Throughout 
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the mining history of the district, the recruitment of 

developmental and operating capital was as important 

and challenging as the silver mining itself. As the 

Spanish proverb says, it takes a mine to make a mine, 

and the Reese River certainly fit the age-old pattern. 
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CHAPTER V 

CAPITAL FOR THE REESE RIVER MINES 

The Reese River Mining District, although isolated 

in the wilds of central Nevada, was significantly affected 

by people in the distant financial centers of the world. 

The fortunes of the Reese River Mining District rested 

upon San Francisco, eastem United States and English 

investors almost as much as they rested on the silver 

ores of Lander Hill. Without large amounts of money, 

mines could not be developed, mills could not be 

built, miners could not be paid, and supplies could 

not be purchased. The mines, prospectors, and even the 

mine owners in the Reese River area simply could not 

supply the capital necessary to develop their property. 

As a result, Reese Riverites looked elsewhere for funds, 

especially after the richest surface deposits had been 

exhausted and the miners had to sink shafts to reach 

the ore. 

Initially the central Nevadans turned to San 

Francisco for the needed capital. This was logical, 

since San Francisco was closer than any other major 

financial center and San Franciscans already had shown 

a marked interest in mining investments. By early 1863 

110 
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San Francisco capitalists controlled the Comstock Lode 

in western Nevada and these people continued to search 

for new fields of investment. Soon after the Reese 

River excitement began the miner/promoters of Austin 

tapped the seemingly abundant financial resources in 

northern California. 

Although San Franciscans, spurred by word of 

mouth and newspaper stories, began to investigate the 

Reese River area immediately, large scale investments 

did not begin until the end of 1863 and the beginning 

of 1864. An uncontrolled amount of speculation occurred 

during this period and the resultant economic slump 

which developed in the winter of 1864-1865 ended San 

Francisco's fascination with the Reese River mines. 

Not only did the overspeculation by San 

Francisco capitalists lead to a financial depression 

on the "Pacific slope," it caused a shift in the source 

of capital used in Great Basin mines. Eastem capitalists 

soon took advantage of the disaffection between San 

Francisco and the rest of the western mining regions. 

Reese River mine owners led the way in the search for 

eastem money. 

Following the slump of 1864-1865, Reese River 

mine owners shifted their search for capital to the 

eastem United States. Eastem capitalists, especially 

New York, Boston, and Philadelphia investors, organized 
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and backed most of the corporations in the Reese River 

area between 1865 and 1870. Also, a number of English 

companies invested in Reese River property, although 

their numbers never rivaled that of the New Yorkers. 

Around the turn of the century Chicago, 

Pittsburgh, South Dakota and, to a lesser extent, 

Austin area capital found its way into the Lander Hill 

mines. However, the possibility of profitable operations 

had passed. These investors lost their entire investment 

and became the last group of capitalists to venture into 

the Reese River Mining District. 

The Reese River region apparently attracted San 

Francisco capital as early as March, 1863, when the 

Mining and Scientific Press reported that the Reese 

River Gold and Silver Mining Company had been formed. 

This company, owned by San Francisco promoters who 

purchased property in many Nevada mining camps, consisted 

of 1,200,000 shares of capital stock with a par value 

of one hundred dollars per share, one share equaling 
2 

one foot on a ledge. If this company had actually 

owned 1,200,000 "feet" of ledges in Nevada, it would 

have owned most of the mines in the entire state. This 

patently speculative venture was not heard from again, 

but many like it were. 

By early summer 1863 the Reese River mines 

had captured the imagination of the San Francisco 
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capitalists, as this item from the Territorial Enterprise 

illustrates. 

At the present moment, next to our own 
section of Washoe, Reese River occupies 
the most prominent position before the 
speculative San Francisco eye. Esmeralda 
and Humboldt have had their day of excitements, 
and have settled down into the comfortable 
dog trot of acknowledged worth and secured 
independence, but Reese River has only recently 
begun to blaze. Several mills for that District 
are now under contract here and several more 
have already been shipped.3 

Between the summer of 1863 and the spring of 

1864 San Francisco money found its way to the Reese 

River Mining District. California investors purchased 

valuable and significant properties, or portions of 

properties, throughout the Reese River area. A port;Lon 

of the Morgan and Muncy mine, a major ore producer in 

1863 and 1864, was sold to San Franciscans in August. 

D. E. Buel transferred his ore reduction mill, the 

district's first mill, to a San Francisco company in 
4 

September, less than two months after it opened. 

Indeed, so much capital flowed into the Reese River 

area that workers could not be found to do all the work 

desired by the investors. By early 1864, "feet" in 

many of the Reese River mines were being traded on the 
6 

San Francisco Stock and Exchange Board. As the winter 

of 1863-1864 progressed the Reese River frenzy in 

California grew and investors in San Francisco actively 

pursued Reese River stocks. 
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While the interest of San Francisco capitalists 

was welcomed in the Reese River area, cash was what 

the Reese River mine owners needed. For the most part 

San Francisco capital remained in the Bay area. 

Speculators purchased Reese River claims or "feet" 

in mines, and they madly bought and sold Reese River 

stocks, but they forwarded little developmental capital 

to the area. As time progressed the value of San 

Francisco attention diminished. 

As a result, the optimism and cheerful relations 

between the Reese River Mining District and San 

Francisco capitalists dissolved in mid-1864. In 

April, 1864,the Reese River Reveille was referring 

to San Francisco capitalists as "the curse of Reese 

River" and as "the San Francisco leeches who incorporate 
g 

mining companies but who do not develop the mines." 

The Reveille charged the San Francisco companies with 

wasting most of their resources on lavish offices and 

useless officers in San Francisco and not spending 

nearly enough money developing the mines in Reese 

River.^ 

The San Francisco capital situation worsened 

in the summer of 1864. Hundreds of these speculative 

incorporations and poorly managed mining companies 

collapsed and disappeared during the summer. In August 

the Reveille concluded that California capital had 
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disappeared and Austinites would have to look elsewhere 

for capital. The crash of the San Francisco stock 

market and the resultant abandonment of mining 

investments in the Reese River Mining District caused 

consternation as far away as New York. 

While the San Francisco investor rose and fell 

during 1864, eastem observers carefully monitored the 

western mining industry. By late 1865 the economic 

situation in the far western mines had cleared up enough 

to permit long-distance analysis. In November, 1865, 

Harper's New Monthly Magazine published a lengthy 

article about Nevada, which among other things, examined 

the stock market crash in San Francisco and the resultant 

bursting of the Reese River "bubble." The author of 

the Harper's treatise summed up the situation by saying 

"the distrust and disgust [with San Francisco speculators 

and capitalists] was as widespread as the disaster it 

[they] brought. "-̂ ^ 

With San Francisco lost as a source of capital, 

the Reese Riverites quickly turned to other regions to 

find the needed funds. The Reese River Reveille 

announced in the early part of the summer of 1864 that 

a number of Reese River claims were being advertised in 

1 3 New York. Almost immediately New York capital began 

to filter into the Reese River region. The New York 

and Reese River Company (also known as the Midas Silver 
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Mining Company) purchased a number of Reese River claims 

in September, 1864. The company began construction 

of its own mill, the Midas Mill, in Telegraph Canyon 

by the end of the same month. Within a matter of 

months capital from New York and other eastem states 

began to pour into the region. 

By the end of 1865 the arrival of needed eastem 

capital could clearly be seen in the district. As the 

Reveille put it; "The mines of Reese River stand well 

in the New York market, and much capital is now finding 

its way thither for the great Atlantic emporium." 

Throughout 1865 eastem capitalists investigated and 

invested in the Reese River area. One such venture, 

the Keystone Silver Mining Company, backed by New York 

investors who made their money in the Pennsylvania oil 

industry, began to purchase properties and build a mill 

in March, 1865."^^ 

By April it seemed that many easterners were 

going to invest in Reese River mines. The Reveille, 

wanting to avoid the fraud and exploitation of earlier 

years, warned eastern capitalists to be very careful 

18 when investing money. Furthermore, the Reveille 

urged all investors to send trusted agents to the 

Reese River Mining District to inspect all properties 

before purchasing them. The Reveille clearly wanted 

the Reese River Mining District to avoid earning a 
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bad reputation in the east, since a tarnished image 

could deter investment in the local mines. 

Throughout the spring and summer of 1865 

eastem capitalists invested in the Reese River Mining 

District. Almost every issue of the Reese River 

Reveille and the Mining and Scientific Press reported 

some new purchase or venture backed by easterners. 

In June, the prestige of the district received a boost 

when Schuyler Colfax, Speaker of the House, a leading 

Radical Republican politician, and later a Vice-President 

of the United States, toured the Reese River mines and 

20 gave a speech in Austin. This trend continued 

throughout the summer and was capped by the visit of 

21 
General William S. Rosecrans in September and October. 

This well known veteran of the Union cause during the 

just ended Civil War came to the Reese River Mining 

District to purchase mining properties for himself and 

his eastem business partners. He even circulated a 
22 

questionnaire to learn more about the mines of Nevada. 

Rosecrans, who later became heavily involved in the 

Southern Pacific Railroad and in railroad projects in 

Mexico, was one of many influential speculator/investors 

interested in mining in the 1860s. 

The publicity given the Reese River Mining 

District during this period attracted some of its most 

successful mining investors. The Manhattan Silver 
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Mining Company, already discussed, was backed by New 

York capital, as were the Keystone Silver Mining 
23 

Company and the Confidence Mining Company. Dozens 

of lesser known and less successful eastern-financed 

mining and milling ventures appeared in the Reese River 

Mining District. 

AUSTIN.--Just about the liveliest place 
on this coast--San Francisco not excepted--
is the city of Austin. Having occasion to 
visit that place a few days since, we were 
surprised to witness the amount of business 
transacted there, and the greatly improved 
appearance of the place within the last few 
months. Everybody appears busy, money plenty, 
and no one complains, not even the saloon
keepers. New York capital has been largely 
invested all through the Reese River country, 
and the result is, that while we are prospering, 
opening our mines and developing the country, 
other portions of the State seem to be at a 
stand still for the want of capital. Many 
new mills are being erected in the vicinity 
of Austin, . . . most of them by the aid of 
Eastem capital, and we predict for that place 
a long season of prosperity.24 

As eastem capital continued to flow into 

central Nevada, the Reveille published numerous 

editorials, explaining why eastem companies should 

invest, but also repeatedly warning the companies to 

be very careful in their investments. Apparently the 

Reveille's concem was justified. Throughout the 

autumn of 1865 the Mining and Scientific Press 

chastized those eastem investors who purchased Reese 

River mining interests, then badly managed them so that 

the ventures failed.^^ Yet, the flow of eastem capital 
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continued unabated and the Reveille described the impact 

to its readers in October, 1865; 

The Revielle [sic] apprehends that but few 
even of Austin are aware of the extent and 
character of the work that has been undertaken 
and carried on in the Reese River region, under the 
direction of eastem capital. Whole districts have 
been surveyed and mapped; hundreds of ledges in 
each have been examined and traced, and their 
character determined. Large numbers of descriptive 
specimens have been collected and properly classified 
to exhibit the character of the veins of silver, 
copper, tin and lead, which abound there, the value 
of which the Revielle [sic] thinks will eventually 
be incalculable.26 

During 1866 and 1867 the movement of eastem 

capital into central Nevada continued, although 

the pace steadily slowed as time went by. As the 

weeks and months passed, many of these new ventures 

failed, or at best did not perform as anticipated. 

As early as February, 1866, the Mining and Scientific 

27 Press published accusations of fraud. Apparently, 

though, these charges did not daunt the eastem 

investors, as the Reese River Reveille and the Mining 

and Scientific Press reported new ventures and new 

companies almost weekly during 1866 and 1867. These 

same sources also revealed almost daily that many 

Reese Riverites were in the east soliciting capital 

for their mines. This was especially the case for 

those mine owners with potentially rich, but unproven, 

claims and for those who had proven mines but no capital 

to work them. 
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After several years of heavy investment, rumblings 

of uncertainty began to sound in relation to the future 

of mining in the Reese River. Observers realized that 

eastem capital, the key to success in the Reese River 

area, was not faring too well. A letter written to the 

Mining and Scientific Press in April, 1866, expresses 

these realities and fears; 

Reese River is at present in a worse condition, 
in respect to the development of mines, than it 
was three years since. . . . Eastem capitalists 
were induced to interest themselves in our midst 
merely as a venture. And from that time to the 
present, with all the capital that has been 
expended, we have been pretty much at a stand 
still, . . . Eastem capitalists have interested 
themselves by degrees to such an extent that they 
are the virtual owners and possessors of the 
whole section; and to them alone in the future 
must we look for succor and the development of 
our mineral wealth. . . . 

. . . Some companies have expended all their 
working capital on their mills, and consequently 
have no means with which to prospect; others 
having money are prospecting after their own 
ideas of mining, and generally with but little 
if any judgment or success.28 

As this letter implies Eastem capital finding its way 

to Reese River was not being used effectively. Poor 

management by mine superintendents, the construction of 

mills before any ore even reached the surface, and building 

mills which did not efficiently reduce the ores all 

contributed to a high degree of waste which soon translated 

into abandoned mines and mills and failed companies. The 

writer of the letter continued, and discussed successful 

New York backed Reese River mining operations and stated 
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that a well managed venture could possibly succeed, but 

a poorly managed one had no chance at all. As far as 

the author was concerned, it was the responsibility of 

the companies to manage well. To manage skillfully, 

the newly organized company needed to avoid unjustified 

capital expenditures, such as a mill or expensive surface 

workings, hire skilled and proven miners and managers 

and avoid rapid expansion or over expansion. If they 

did not manage skillfully, then they were at fault, and 

when they failed they should not blame the Reese River 

Mining District for their errors. 

This problem of unprofitable mines continued to 

worsen as 1866 progressed. By autumn many eastem 

capitalists decided to halt work and cease spending 

29 
money on worthless, or unprofitable, mines. The 

era of widespread eastem investment ended by early 

1868. The truly productive mines and mills, already 

owned by eastem capital, continued to pay dividends, 

while valueless or unprofitable claims were simply 

30 
abandoned to the sheriff's gavel. 

While capitalists from the eastem United States 

rushed to invest in the Reese River, a number of 

English companies also attempted to profit from Lander 

Hill ores. Although the English investments in Reese 

River only amounted to a fraction of those of New York 

and the eastem United States, certain ventures are 
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significant. The first English enterprise to surface 

in the district, the Reese River Silver Mining Company, 

Ltd., did not succeed. Registered in London, under 

"The Companies Act of 1862," in June, 1865, this 

31 
venture failed miserably. Although well-capitalized, 

mismanagement and the purchase of non-productive mines 

32 doomed the company. 

Reese River mine promoters traveled to England 

to find capital and, likewise, many Englishmen 

traveled to the Reese River Mining District to inspect 

33 potential purchases. Apparently, London investors 

were very interested in the Reese River Mining District. 

The Reese River Reveille was a sought after publication 

and the London papers reported favorably on the 

34 Reese River mines. As experienced investors, the 

English usually purchased carefully. They did not 

all succeed, of course, but at least one major 

Reese River mining venture was a result of English 

investment. 

The most successful English venture in the 

Reese River Mining District began in October, 1869. 

The Pacific Mining Company, Limited, purchased the mines 

and mill of the Lane and Fuller Company, which included 

the rich Buel North Star mine. Lane and Fuller sold 

their proven and profitable silver mine to the Pacific 

35 
Mining Company for $200,000 in cash. 
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The Pacific Company immediately initiated a 

development program, improved the workings in their 

mines, and completely overhauled the reduction works 

in their mill, the Metacom [Mettacom] Mill. By 1871, 

after a year or so of experimentation, the Pacific 

Company's operations had progressed so that its ore 

production and profits were second only to the Manhattan 

Company in the Reese River Mining District. The annual 

report of the company's superintendent for the year 1871 

claimed that the company's mines produced substantial 

amounts of ore and that the firm was buying up potentially 

profitable or litigatious claims. 

By late 1872 the company had reached a break

even point in its operations. Lowered production in 

late 1872 and 1873 caused the company's dissolution 

in August of 1873, but immediately a number of 

stockholders formed the New Pacific Mining Company 

and operations resumed in 1874. During 1874 the New 

Pacific Company worked a small force of men and leased 

much of its property to "tributors," or lessors. 

Throughout this period the company lost approximately 

one thousand dollars a month. The years 1875 and 1876 

were equally unproductive and in late 1876 the company 

closed down. The Manhattan Company then acquired its 

3 7 holdings. Other attempts by English companies to mine 

on Lander Hill between 1865 and 1875 ultimately proved 
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equally unsuccessful. Companies such as the Austin-

Consolidated Silver Mining Company, the King Alfred, the 

Lander City, and the Reese River Silver Mining Company all 

faded away within a year or two after they started. 

Although the great majority of capital invested 

in the Reese River Mining District originated in 

financial centers far removed from Austin, local 

investors risked a limited amount of capital over the 

years. As early as January, 1869, Allen A. Curtis and 

John Frost of the Manhattan Company acquired mines at 

Yankee Blade and worked them as the American Mining 

39 Company. Although this was not a particularly 

successful venture, the pattern of local involvement 

set by Curtis and Frost continued for decades. 

The following year, another group of local 

investors attempted to establish a successful enterprise. 

This group of local businessmen, comprised of mine owners, 

merchants, and bankers believed that the Manhattan 

Company charged too much money to reduce custom ores. 

However, since there were no other mills in the district 

that could do custom work, the Manhattan Company 

possessed a monopoly in the local industry. In 

September, 1870, these Austinites began discussing the 

possibilities of building a new ore reduction mill 

to compete with the Manhattan Mill. After several 

months of debate the investors purchased the abandoned 
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Knickerbocker Mill at lone. On March 21, 1871, the 

backers of this venture formally organized themselves 

as the Citizen's Mill Company with capital stock of 

42 
fifty thousand dollars. In late July the new mill 

opened and the Reveille praised the new venture as a 

43 
boon to the community. The Citizen's Mill ran 

steadily during the last half of 1871, but operated 

only sporadically in the first half of 1872. 

Apparently the superiority of the Manhattan Mill, 

coupled with a general decline in available ore supplies, 

led to the failure of this venture. By the summer of 

45 1872 the mill lay idle and the company had failed. 

The most unusual investment scheme in the Reese 

River Mining District developed in 1865. The pastor 

of the Methodist Episcopal Church, Rev. J. Lewis 

46 
Trefren, had arrived in Austin in May, 1865. His 

desire to build a church structure was thwarted by a 

dire lack of cash donations. Although many Austinites 

indicated a willingness to contribute, they had no 

money, only mining claims. After a number of miners 

offered to donate mining claims in lieu of cash, the 

Reverend Trefren decided that he would accept these 

rather unusual offerings and convert the claims into 

47 cash to build his church. 

To accomplish this fact, Trefren organized the 

Church Enterprise and Silver Mining Company of Austin, 
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Nevada (called the New England and Nevada Silver Mining 
48 

Company by Myron Angel). This company possessed 

thirty different mining claims, aggregating thirty-one 

thousand "feet" of ledges located in both the Reese 

River Mining District and in surrounding mining 

49 
districts. The company's price for its claims was 

$250,000, offered as 500 shares to be sold at $500 

apiece. Once the stock was sold, the accumulated 

capital would be used to build a church in Austin 

($50,000), to develop 30 mines ($25,000) and to build 

a mill ($50,000). The remainder of the money would 

go for additional mine purchases and the payment of 

initial mining expenses. 

During 1866 stock sales in the Church Enterprise 

moved ahead. Construction of an impressive brick church 

building and a seven-room brick parsonage began in 

July, 1866. At the same time the company started to 

build a thirty-stamp mill at Kingston. However, the 

enterprise attempted, unsuccessfully, to sell too many 

unproven, and probably worthless, claims to a skeptical 

public. Income from the project simply did not reach 

expected levels. By the end of 1866 the Church 

Enterprise collapsed. Although the church building 

had been completed, the church owed six thousand dollars 

to various lien-holders.^ Lander County purchased the 

property, intending to use the edifice as a courthouse, 



127 

but public sentiment and an offer by the Church Extension 

Service of the Methodist Episcopal Church to pay off all 

indebtedness redeemed the new building for the local 

53 Methodists. 

While these local adventures into the world of 

mining investments are interesting, they cannot numerically 

compare to the truly significant amounts of capital which 

entered the district from San Francisco, the eastem 

United States and England. Although comparatively 

little capital entered the Reese River mines after 1875, 

that which did came from the established money markets 

in the East. New York capital controlled the destiny 

of the Reese River Mining District from the mid-1860s 

into the late 1880s, while, Chicago, New York again, then 

finally South Dakota and Pittsburgh capitalists controlled 

events from the late 1880s until mining finally ended in 

the 1920s. 

Although those investors who became involved in 

the Reese River area between the late 1880s and the 

early 1920s contributed much toward keeping the district 

solvent, in reality they wrote the ending chapters in 

the mining history of Reese River. The major contributions 

to the area's mining industry came between 1865 and 1875, 

when niomerous Eastem companies invested the necessary 

capital to make the Reese River district a major mining 

center for over two decades. Without this influx of 
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capital, whether eastem or foreign, the Reese River 

district would have remained an unproductive mining 

camp for years, perhaps even decades. While the 

colorful denizens of frontier society made a very 

interesting picture, the quiet absentee investor made 

it all possible. 

As investment poured into the Reese River area, 

and as the entire region prospered, Austin grew in both 

stature and importance. The city became one of the 

state's leading municipalities and soon grew to dominate 

a huge geographic area in central Nevada. As this 

domination grew, Austin prospered. Soon Austin ranked 

as one of the state's largest trade centers, outranked 

only by the cities of the Washoe in western Nevada. 
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CHAPTER VI 

REESE RIVER--ECONOMIC HUB OF CENTRAL NEVADA 

While the mining and milling industry received 

the lion's share of attention and capital during Austin's 

early days, other economic development occurred. So, 

the end of mining did not mean the end of economic 

activity in the district. Because of its central 

location, its early and relatively successful mining 

and milling industry, and the general development of 

central Nevada, the Reese River Mining District became 

the economic hub of a huge area. As the mines of the 

Reese River Mining District declined during the 1870s 

and 1880s, Austin's role as a regional trade center 

became essential to the city's survival. 

Between 1862 and 1880 the greater part of Nevada 

was explored and settled. A great deal of this activity 

originated in the Reese River Mining District, as 

those who traveled to Austin expanded their area of 

interest. As Reese River prospectors spread out across 

central, eastern, and northern Nevada, Austin became the 

hub of an economic trade area over 100 miles wide and 

250 miles long. Although the completion of the Central 

Pacific Railroad in 1869 removed the northern portion 

133 
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of Austin's trade area, as well as the substantial 

Overland Trail trade, Austin remained as the major 

trade center for central, east-central and southern 

Nevada. 

Exploring parties, forced out of the Reese River 

district by a lack of opportunity or lured out by sheer 

wanderlust, moved outward from Austin and established 

mining camps in every direction. By late 1863 prospecting 

parties roamed far afield from Austin. One party forayed 

sixty miles north of Austin', to the Union Mining 

District. In January or February of 1864 a party 

of Austin prospectors traveled south to the Colorado 
2 

River, a distance of approximately 250 miles from Austin. 

Another party, led by David Buel, also trekked to the 

Colorado, spending a total of seven weeks in the field. 

This ever-widening circle of exploration culminated in 

mid-1866 when a party of forty-one Austin prospectors left 

the Reese River Mining District to travel and prospect 

4 their way to Arizona. This party created an unusual sight 

as it passed through El Dorado Canyon several weeks later. 

Miners are continually passing through here from 
Nevada to the mines in different parts of this 
[Arizona] Territory, traveling in large companies. 
On the 3 inst. a saddle and pack train passed through 
here, which numbered forty-one miners and eighty 
animals. They were from Austin, and armed to the 
teeth, also well mounted.5 

As these prospectors explored the wilds of 

Nevada they located claims and created mining districts. 
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If the returns warranted it, mining camps were established. 

Invariably, these mining camps looked to Austin for 

sustenance, services, and population. In 1866, 

Harrington's Directory of the City of Austin listed 

fifty-six mining districts in the Reese River area, 

ranging from as near as six to as far as 250 miles from 

Austin. Each of these fledgling camps was linked to 

Austin by some sort of crude road, so that by 1866 Austin 

was the center of a complex road network which tied the 

Reese River region together. The fact that the main 

route of the heavily traveled Overland Trail passed 

directly through Austin further bolstered Austin's role 
g 

as a centrally located transportation hub. 

For a period of six years (1863-1869) Austin and 

the Reese River Mining District profited greatly from the 

seasonal westbound traffic on the Overland Trail. This 

traffic, combined with the freighting and staging 

involved with mining, milling, and town building in the 

Reese River Mining District, not only created a spectacular 

scene on the city's streets but insured Austin's role as 

the major transporation center in central Nevada. 

Stage coach lines began operating in and around 

the Austin-Clifton-Jacobsville area as early as May, 
9 

1863,and as this area grew, these lines multiplied. 

By January, 1864, stages loaded with passengers, mail, 

and light freight arrived and departed every day. Daily 
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arrivals included several Overland Mail stages, the Big 

Creek stage, the Amador stage, the Washington (Nevada) 

stage and the local Clifton-Jacobsville stages.''"̂  In 

February, 1864, a stage line began to run twice daily 

between Austin and Canyon City and in March the Overland 

Mail Company added another complete line of stages to 

its overcrowded Virginia City-Austin run. 

The mining industry in the Reese River area 

continually expanded through the mid-1860s, and by 

late 1864 local stages ran regularly to Watertown, 

Canyon City, Big Creek, Washington, lone, Yandleville, 

Yankee Blade, Butte City, Geneva, Coral City, Jacobsville, 

12 
Lander City, Unionville, and Star City. The staging 

business slowed in 1865 as many small mining camps 

faded away. Still, in 1866 Austin stages carried 

passengers and mail to Virginia City, lone, and most 

of the surviving camps, such as Twin River, Cortez, 

13 Kingston, and others. 

Although the heyday of the Reese River staging 

industry ended in the mid-1860s, it remained an important 

regional business well into the 1920s. Each new mining 

district or each new mining camp developed an attendant 

stage line, which ran at least as long as the camp 

remained profitable. As the years passed stage lines 

ran from Austin to the White Pine district (1868-1870s) , 

Hot Creek (1866-1870), Belmont (1866-1890s), Berlin 
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(1890s), and numerous other camps in the outlying 

districts. As these camps waned, the stage lines 

shifted to the next new camp being developed. This 

situation continued into the early twentieth century, 

until the building of a relatively permanent automobile-

oriented road system, coupled with the disappearance of 

most of the area's mining camps, eliminated the need 

for inter-camp staging. 

A burgeoning freight industry developed 

alongside the staging business. Huge amounts of food, 

liquor, lumber, mining and milling machinery, and 

the thousand and one other things needed by a developing 

society traveled to Austin from California via the 

Washoe or from the east via Salt Lake City. A large 

and profitable freighting industry developed almost 

overnight as the thousands of pilgrims to Reese River 

began to clamor for goods of all kinds. The first 

large train of wagons, carrying mostly foodstuffs, 

arrived in Austin in May, 1863. This ten wagon train, 

owned by Walker and Diaz, made good time between Virginia 

City and Austin and was a welcome sight to Austin's 

hungry miners. 

Occasional shortages and odd quirks in the supply 

and demand situation caused problems in the Reese River 

Mining District. According to the Reveille, by August, 

1863, flour was hard to find and expensive, while whiskey 



138 
16 

seemed to be plentiful and cheap. However, these 

problems dissolved as freight volumes increased and the 

freight industry stabilized. By October, 1863, over 

four hundred wagons choked the road between Virginia 

City and Austin, carrying tons of supplies to sustain 

the Reese Riverites through the upcoming winter. This 

bustling freight business was augmented by Mormon owned 

trains from Salt Lake City, which eventually accounted 

for approximately one-third of the freight hauled to the 

18 
Reese River Mining District. 

Throughout 1863 and 1864 articles of every kind 

rolled into Austin. Lumber, foodstuffs, clothing, weapons, 

tools, mining and milling machinery, liquor, salt, and 

hundreds of other items appeared in the Reese River 

Mining District, hauled from either Salt Lake City or 

19 Washoe. According to Myron Angel, then an employee of 

the Reese River Reveille and editor of W. P. Harrington's 

Directory of the City of Austin, the pace of freighting 

did not slow during 1865. 

What we Pay for Freight.--We have been furnished 
by Mr. Angel, editor of Harrington's "Austin City 
Directory," with the following data respecting the 
amount of freight received in this city during twelve 
months--from November 15th, 1864, to November 15th, 
1865. The statement will be read with interest, 
and the figures will surprise many. Of groceries 
and provisions there were received 2,886 tons; 
machinery, 1,192; California lumber--special orders 
for mills and hoisting works, 915; California 
lumber for yards, 875; hardware, 731; dry goods, 
279; drugs, 75; express freight, 180; miscellaneous 
200; making a total of 7,620 tons. This amount 
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does not include the freight carried through to 
Egan Canon and Salt Lake City, and a large amount 

fr^nn%^^'^^^^^''^'^ '°^P^^^' ^^^ whole^es^Tm^ed at 600 tons: making a grand aggregate of 8,220 
tons Tlie rates of freight on the 7,620 tons of 
merchandise and machinery, and lumber, brought 
to this city, and the amount of each are as 
follows: merchandise and machinery, at an average 
of ten cents per pound, $1,166,000; lumber, at an 
V(^''^t^^^nn ^^^u^^""^^ P^^ P°^^^' $214,800; total, 
>i,380,800. This is a large sum to be paid by our 
small community in the course of a year for the 
single item of freight.20 

At the peak of the Reese River rush teamsters 

pressed into service a wide variety of freighting outfits. 

Mule trains, Conestoga wagons, buckboards, stagecoaches, 

buggies, and carriages traveled to Reese River. The 

most unusual means of transportation used in this era, 

the bactarian camel, appeared in Austin during 1863.̂ "̂  

These animals, acquired from the United States Army as 

surplus property, served to carry freight from Virginia 

City to Austin and first appeared in the city in May, 
22 

1863. From that date until late 1866 or early 1867 

these animals visited Austin on a regular basis. They 

carried salt, silver ores, and miscellaneous freight, 

and seemed to be an efficient means to haul just about 

anything. However, by the late 1860s they faded from 

the Reese River scene, although they did appear in many 

different places in the west for the next several decades. 

As with staging, the freighting industry followed 

the expanding mining frontier throughout central Nevada. 

Every new mining camp, no matter how large or small. 
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needed the services of freighters. As the only 

established trade center, Austin became the core of 

this expanding industry, just as it did for the staging 

industry. With the expansion of mining in central 

Nevada this freighting industry became a major factor in 

the local economy. In some instances local firms 

supplanted the earlier western Nevada companies in the 

area. For example, by mid-1864 local freighters were 

hauling lumber to Austin from surrounding areas, not from 

the Washoe region in the western part of the state. 

Thus the local industry expanded at the expense of the 

western Nevada companies. The potential of the freight 

business drew the comments of the Reveille, which urged 

local freighters to get involved in the lucrative Rocky 

Mountain trade in the northern Rockies to further enhance 

25 the Reese River economy. 

By mid-summer 1866 the practice of sending ore to 

Austin for reduction added a new dimension to the freighting 

scene. Ore from the Twin River, the Reveille, the Milk 

Springs, the Cortez, the Hot Creek, the San Antonio, the 

White Pine, the Newark, the Mineral Hill, and the 

Philadelphia districts, as well as many others, was 

shipped into Austin between 1866 and 1870. Thus, Austin 

added another profitable activity to its freighting and 

milling economy. Oddly enough, Austin's most lucrative 

era as a freighting and ore milling center came as a result 
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of the great rush to White Pine, a rush which eventually 

26 
damaged many sectors of the Austin economy. 

The White Pine "excitement" of 1868-1870 came 

as the next great "rush" on the Nevada mining frontier 

to follow Reese River. The riches of Treasure Hill, 

found and initially exploited by Austinites, drew 

thousands of immigrants, just as Reese River had done 

only five years before. For the first year or so 

of this new rush, Austin benefited greatly as a 

steady stream of travelers passed through Austin on 

the way to White Pine. By February, 1868, wagons passed 

through Austin from morning till night on the way to 

27 White Pine. Throughout 1868 Austin profited from the 

White Pine boom. Nearly all roads to White Pine passed 

through the Reese River Mining District and Austin 

served as the major shipping point for White Pine 

28 
throughout its boom period, 1868-1870. 

Not only did the freighting industry profit 

from White Pine, the milling industry also benefitted. 

For almost a year the closest mills to Treasure Hill 

could be found in Austin, seventy miles to the east. 

Shipments of White Pine ores to Austin continued until 

early 1869, when mills finally were erected at Hamilton 
29 

and Treasure City, two White Pine mining camps. Many 

Reese Riverites profited from White Pine in other ways, 

too. Many of the truly profitable mines in the '-vhite 
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Pine were located and owned by Austin citizens. For 

example, both Frank Drake and John Appelgarth of 

Austin owned half interest in the Eberhardt Mine, one 

of the new district's richest finds. "̂^ Many other 

Reese River investors, millmen and miners profited 

from the rush to White Pine and much of the wealth 

from that district found its way to Austin."̂ "̂  

However, in early 1869 the rush to White Pine 

temporarily damaged Austin's economy. Local businesses 

found it difficult to stay open after hundreds of miners 

and prospectors left the Reese River district to go 

to White Pine. Both mining and milling operations in 

the Reese River area closed for varying lengths of time 

32 as they waited for their labor force to reappear. 

Although Austin did suffer a temporary economic setback 

because of White Pine, it quickly rebounded. By the 

summer of 1869 the rush to White Pine had eased and the 

situation in Austin began to return to normal. Business 

began to improve, especially as the labor force drifted 
33 

back after failing to "strike it rich" in White Pine. 

However, as one sector of the Reese River economy 

improved another faced a disaster. 

Completion of the Central Pacific Railroad in 

1869 caused a severe setback to Austin's position as a 

regional trade center. In 1865 the Reese River Reveille 

urged the Central Pacific to complete the transcontinental 
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route as fast as possible, believing the route had to 
1 34 

pass through Austin. In July of 1866 the Reese 

Riverites received quite a shock when the railroad 

announced it would follow the Humboldt River across 

Nevada and bypass the older, Overland Trail route 
35 

through Austin. According to the railroad, the 

Humboldt Route was much easier to follow and it 

provided a steady water supply. The temporary nature 

of all mining camps, including Austin, did not warrant 

passing up the inherent advantages of the Humboldt 

route. Throughout 1866 the Reveille decried this 

decision in editorial after editorial. The paper 

pointed to Austin's rich mines, its central location, 

the growth of the entire central Nevada region and to 

the already established markets of the Reese River 

in its efforts to alter the route of the railroad, 
36 

all to no avail. By early 1867 the railroad had 

progressed up the Humboldt to a point of no return and 

the Reveille remained virtually silent on the issue for 

the next eighteen months. Not surprisingly, Austinites 

did not share in the national joy unleashed upon the 

completion of the road on May 10, 1869. One citizen's 

dramatic actions were perhaps the most eloquent. 
Frank Drake has on exhibition in his window the 

veritable last spikes--a gold and silver one. 
He has, besides, a villainous looking hammer, 
labelled as follows: 'The hammer that drove the 
last spike and killed Austin.'37 
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Although Austin was not dead, it did suffer from 

the completion of the Central Pacific. The northem 

portion of Austin's trade area turned to new railroad 

towns such as Battle Mountain, Carlin or Elko as its 

source of supplies. Even worse, Austin lost its position 

as an important rest stop and supply point on a major 

transcontinental route. 

The Reese River Mining District had benefitted 

greatly from the west bound emigrant traffic on the 

Overland Trail almost from the earliest days of the 

district's existence. In the first season after the 

rush, large numbers of California-bound emigrants 

began to stop in the Austin area to rest their animals 

and to buy needed provisions. Throughout the summer 

of 1864 wagon trains from Missouri, Iowa, Illinois, 

Kentucky, Wisconsin, and numerous other states poured 

38 
through Austin. The emigrant parties usually camped 

in the canyons just east of Austin, where grass and 

39 water were abundant and free. Some emigrants, 

especially those arriving late in the season, wintered 

at Austin, to rest stock or to find short-term 

employment. Austin profited from this yearly 

influx of travelers and in May of 1865 the Reveille 

urged the Austin citizenry to do everything possible 

to attract the trade. The emigrants came for five 

summers, from 1864 to 1868, and they left valuable 
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dollars in the local coffers before they rolled on to 

California. 

The completion of the Central Pacific Railroad 

in May of 1869 eliminated this pass-through trade at 

the same time the rush to White Pine culminated. For 

several months the Reese River economy suffered a 

depression as severe as that of 1864-1865, but by late 

1869 it had fully recovered. By 1870, Austin's 

greatest days of prosperity and prestige had ended, 

but the city remained an important regional trade 

center, primarily for the areas south and east of the 

Reese River Mining District. 

While the economic importance of certain 

industries declined in the 1860s and 1870s, others 

developed and flourished. In particular, agriculture 

and railroading, on the local level, matured between 

the 1860s and the 1880s to help the Reese River Mining 

District retain a certain amount of economic power and 

diversification. Indeed, these facets of the Reese 

River economy endured much longer than the original 

triumvirate of mining, milling, and freighting-staging. 

Farmers came to the Reese River area to produce 

crops of foodstuffs and fodder for the Reese Riverites 

and their animals. In May, 1863, the Reveille commented 

that many people in and around Austin were planting 
42 

various crops such as oats, barley and potatoes. 
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By June, an established agricultural community had 

developed in Grass Valley, eighteen miles northwest 

43 of Austin. Seventeen surveyed ranches of 180 acres 

each were producing hay (about 700 tons the first year), 

potatoes, com, barley, and truck crops such as lettuce, 

onions, cabbage, peas, turnips, watermelons, and sugar 

44 cane. West and southwest of Austin a significant 

haying industry developed by the late summer of 1863, 

45 with four hundred or more tons cut the first season. 

Following the first successful years of 

production, the farming operations continued to develop 

steadily and profitably. As time passed a varied 

agricultural economy developed, based on truck farming, 

hay growing, and livestock. Since central Nevada is 

an arid region, the climatic conditions quickly forced 

the Reese River agriculturalist to rely more and more 

on haying and stock farming, especially the raising of 

sheep. Between 1865 and 1867 cattle outnumbered sheep 

two to one, yet by 1870 the situation had been reversed. 

The change from cattle to sheep raising came about for 

various reasons. As the population in the area declined 

so did the demand for edible beef. Also, the arid 

nature of central Nevada took its toll on the cattle. 

Sheep, which thrive in an arid climate and which produce 

a dual harvest (wool/mutton), were a natural choice to 

replace the less efficient cattle. Also, as stock 
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farming grew in importance the amount of cultivated land 

declined precipitously. By the early 1870s, hay production 

(utilizing natural prairie grasses) outnumbered all other 

grain production three and four to one. 

As mining declined in importance in the Reese 

River region, especially in the 1880s, farming and 

ranching grew in economic importance. By the end of 

the nineteenth century the Reese River area counted 

agriculture as its major industry, while mining had 

become a sporadic, but welcome, supplement to the 

regional economy. While agriculture grew steadily, but 

quietly, through the decades, another more glamorous 

and sought-after industry appeared. 

When the Central Pacific Railroad bypassed the 

Reese River area in 1869, Austinites were outraged. 

They vowed to find some method of acquiring their own 

railroad link to the outside world. During 1873 

civic, commercial, and industrial leaders pushed for 

a railroad between Austin and Battle Mountain, a 

station on the Central Pacific about ninety miles 

north of the city. As a result, several local 

businessmen, including J. F. Rooker, Allen A. Curtis, 

and M. A. Sawtelle, began to acquire right-of-way in 

early 1873.^^ At the same time they filed an act of 

incorporation for their project with the state 

legislature.^^ After the legislature had approved 
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the act of incorporation. Governor Lewis Bradley vetoed it 

in March, and a political battle erupted over the issue. 

In the ensuing biennial legislative session (1874-1875), 

Austin's State Senator, M. J. Farrell, led a successful 

52 movement in the legislature to override the veto. 

The act of incorporation established the Nevada Railway 

and also authorized Lander County to grant $200,000 of 

its bonds as a subsidy to anyone actually completing 

53 a railroad from Austin to Battle Mountain. 

Although the legislative barrier had been 

hurdled, other problems developed. No investors could 

be found to provide the needed funds for the new venture. 

Farrell searched for three years before he even found 

an engineer who would survey the route. Finally, in 

1877 Farrell recruited Colonel L3rman Bridges, a 

Chicago engineer of some repute, to survey a route and 

recommend it to investors. The Nevada Railway was then 

formally organized, in March, 1878, and the search for 

capital continued. By July the entire route had been 
54 

surveyed and staked out, but no investors had come forth. 

For over a year the project remained at a 

standstill. Then, Anson Phelps Stokes, grandson of 

Bechtuel Phelps and a partner in the growing Phelps Dodge 

Mining empire, became interested in central Nevada. 

Stokes intended to develop his many central Nevada 

silver properties on a large, unified scale. To do 
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this, he would need rail connections to the outside world. 

Thus Austin would have to be linked to the Central Pacific 

Railroad at Battle Mountain. 

Consequently, in August, 1879, a new company was 

formed. It utilized virtually the same executive and 

management personnel as the Nevada Railway, but for 

appearances' sake the name of the company was changed to 

the Nevada Central Railway. The transfer of franchises 

S6 
and surveys took place on September 15, 1879. 

Construction began immediately, in order to 

complete the line before the offer of $200,000 in 

county bonds expired on February 9, 1880. Racing 

against time, distance, the elements, labor problems, 

and material shortages the project moved rapidly forward. 

Finally, at ten minutes before midnight, February 9, 

1880, the last tracks were laid just inside the Austin 

city limits.^^ The $200,000 subsidy had been saved, 

and Austin at last had been linked to Battle Mountain 

by a 93.75 mile long railroad. The completion of 

the Nevada Central not only linked Austin with the 

Central Pacific, it lowered transportation costs for 

the mining and milling industry, allowing lower grade 

ores to be worked more profitably. It also enhanced 

Austin's position as a regional trade center and added 

another element of stability and permanence to the Reese 

River economy. 
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However, the saga of the Nevada Central continued. 

Although the line operated on a stable and uninterrupted 

basis on the local level, financial and ownership 

changes occurred periodically. In 1881 the Union 

Pacific Railroad purchased the Nevada Central as a part 

of its attempt to expand into Nevada. The original 

stockholders cheerfully sold and pocketed substantial 

profits. By 1884 the Union Pacific's financial situation 

had deteriorated, and Charles Francis Adams, Jr., had 

been appointed President to straighten out the company's 

rn . 58 

affairs. 

One of the first things Adams did as the Union 

Pacific's new executive was get rid of the Nevada 

Central. The Union Pacific unloaded the Nevada Central 

by simply refusing to pay the required pa3rments on the 

mortgage bonds owed by the little railroad. As a result, 

the Nevada Central went into receivership in 1885 and 

was sold at bankruptcy to its bondholders. Ironically, 

this placed it right back into the hands of the original 

stockholders, including Anson Phelps Stokes. The 

company was reorganized and renamed the Nevada Central 

Railroad, but by 1885 it was owned essentially by its 
59 

original set of stockholders. 

Throughout its existence the Nevada Central 

operated on a shoestring. As mining declined in the 

1890s and in the early twentieth century, livestock 
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shipments grew. Over the years, services gradually were 

curtailed in hopes of remaining profitable. However, 

competition from automobiles and trucks, coupled with 

the complete cessation of mining in the Reese River 

district, spelled doom for the little railroad. On 

January 31, 1938, the Interstate Commerce Commission 

approved the road's application for abandonment. After 57 

years of service (32 profitable years, 25 unprofitable 

A 0 
years) the entire line was ripped up by scrap dealers. 

An interesting offshoot of the Nevada Central 

Railroad developed in Austin. The Austin City Railway, 

a 2.8 mile long, narrow gauge railroad, was built from 

the terminus of the Nevada Central, located in Clifton, 

up the steep grade through Austin to the Manhattan 

Mill. This diminutive rail line was the brainchild 

of Allen A. Curtis, who wished to link the Manhattan 

Mill directly with the Nevada Central. So, in March 

of 1880 Curtis received a permit and a right-of-way to 
61 

build his road to any point in Austin. 

Work on the project began in May and the rail 

line opened in October. Initially, mules pulled the 

ore cars up Lander Hill. It required eleven mules to 

haul a loaded car up the steep grade of Lander Hill to 

the mill. After approximately a year of mule-powered 

operations, the company decided to experiment with 

steam-powered locomotion. A small locomotive ordered 
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from the Baldwin Company arrived in Clifton on May 31, 

1881. Although the steep 7% percent grades of Lander 

Hill had been thought to be too steep for a steam 

locomotive, the "Mule's Relief," as the engine was 

62 
called, had no trouble in making the climb. Thus, 

Austin became the first city in Nevada to possess an 

intra-city rail line. The Austin City Railway continued 

to perform as long as the Manhattan Mill remained open. 

When the mining and milling industry began to detriorate 

in 1888 and 1889, the need for the little railway 

diminished. In 1889 the line was abandoned, and in 
63 

1894 the track was removed. 

Throughout the last three decades of the 

nineteenth century and the first two decades of the 

twentieth century, Austin remained a significant regional 

trade center. With a growing agricultural economy, a 

complex network of roads radiating out from the city, and 

a rail link with the outside world Austinites consistently 

profited by their advantageous situation. This ability to 

draw economic sustenance is clearly illustrated by the 

events which occurred in central Nevada between 1900 and 

1920. Mining in the district stopped completely, 

yet Austin continued to survive as a trade center for 

numerous newly established mining camps. 

Although mining and milling in the Reese River 

Mining District had become a questionable industry by 



153 

1900, and remained so throughout the next several 

decades, Austin and Austinites profited greatly from 

and actively participated in the silver and gold rushes 

to Tonopah, Manhattan, Gold Park, Millet, and San Juan 

which occurred in the early years of the century. An 

editorial entitled "How Austin Prospers," published in 

the Reese River Reveille, aptly explains Austin's 

economic role in the early twentieth century. 

It is the common remark of visitors, coming to 
Austin for the first time to ask: 'What is it that 
keeps up Austin? What is there in this part of 
the State to maintain an even course of prosperity 
in a place like this? Where does Austin's trade 
come from?' 

It is a sufficient answer to say that Austin 
would be prosperous if there was not a mineral 
ledge within a hundred miles of the town. The 
stock and agricultural interests in nearby valleys 
are sufficient to support a lively town. But 
fortunately, the town of Austin does not depend 
alone on these resources for it's [sic] up-keep. 
The best mining country in the state is tributary 
to Austin. Many mines are being worked in this 
region and the steady stream of traffic to and 
from the mines centers in this old town. 

The wheels turn noiselessly. The transient 
observer sees little of the total activity of the 
place and is apt to get into his head that the 
town of Austin is dull. The occasional man who 
fails to get a job here goes away with the 
conviction that Austin is a back number. 

But facts are quite to the contrary. Austin 
is prosperous with a prosperity that goes right 
along in spite of the changing fortunes of any 
one line of business.65 

Thus Austin continued to survive into the twentieth 

century, although in a diminished way, as a result of 

its ability to utilize its geographical situation in 

conjunction with the economic dominance the townspeople 
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had established during the boom years in the 1860s and 

1870s. As Austin's economic circumstances changed over 

the years the appearance, population, and character of 

the city also changed. 
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53 
Myrick, Railroads of Nevada. Vol. I, p. 66; 

Angel, History of Nevada, p. 283. The legislative act 
which established this venture allowed Lander County to 
sell $200,000 in bonds to be used as a subsidy for the 
railroad. However, the bonds had to be issued, thus 
the railroad completed, within five years. Therefore, 
a railroad had to be completed between Battle Mountain 
and Austin by 12:01 a.m., February 10, 1880, or the 
bonds could not be issued. Corporate officers in 
this venture were as follows: President, W. S. Gage of 
San Francisco; Vice-President, R. L. S. Hall of New 
York; Treasurer, Allen A. Curtis of Austin; Secretary, 
J. D. Negus of Battle Mountain; Chief Engineer, Lyman 
Bridges of Chicago; Directors, D. B. Hatel of New York, 
Byron Angel of Battle Mountain, James H. Ledlie of 
Utica, New York, M. J. Farrell of Austin, and A. Nichols 
of Austin. 

54 

Myrick, Railroads of Nevada, Vol. I, p. 66. 

^^Ibid. 

^^Ibid., pp. 66-67. 
Ibid., pp. 67-70. Local legend, as well as 

some histories, maintain that the Austin City Council 
extended the city limits on the night of February 9, 
1880, to enable the track to actually be in Austin by 
midnight. Myrick points out that this cannot be verified 
and that Bert Acree, Lander County Recorder and local 
history buff looked in vain for years trying to find some 
written record of the last-minute city limit expansion. 

^^Ibid., p. 72. 

^^Ibid., pp. 72-73. 

^^Ibid., pp. 72-73, 78. 

Ibid., p. 83. 

^^Ibid., pp. 83-84. 
"̂̂ Ibid.; Reese River Reveille, 4 July 1894. 

^^Reese River Reveille, 18 January 1902; 26 
August 1905; 9 May 1906; Engineering and Mining Journal, 



1911; 4 October 1919. "̂' ̂  December 

Reese River Reveille. 24 June 1911. 
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CHAPTER VII 

POPULATION, POLITICS, AND TOWN BUILDING IN 

THE REESE RIVER MINING DISTRICT 

Between 1863 and 1920 the economic fortunes of 

the Reese River Mining District rose and fell. During 

those years the social and cultural institutions of a 

growing mining camp developed. The population grew 

rapidly, then dropped quickly. The ethnicity and 

character of the population changed drastically as time 

passed and the economic base of the district shrank. 

Like many western cities and towns of the period, racial 

problems developed with the influx of Chinese workers 

that occurred in the 1860s and 1870s. During the same 

period, the residents of the area quickly evolved a 

political system much like those in the older parts of 

the country. A city government formed, ties between 

industry and the municipality grew and party politics 

flourished. A small yet impressive city grew in the 

Reese River area, with substantial business and 

residential districts built on the floor of Pony Canyon. 

The size and composition of the population of 

the Reese River region is both a matter of conjecture 

and fact. Since the many mining camps born in the 

160 
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Austin area died long before the 1870 federal census, 

no solid data is available on the size of these camps. 

Even the peak population of Austin is an unknown element 

in the history of the Reese River Mining District. By 

early 1865, numerous estimates of the population of the 

Reese River Mining District were being widely circulated. 

These unfounded and inaccurate "estimates" often ranged 

as high as ten thousand people, or 25 percent of the 

state's entire 1870 population. Obviously, this number 

is absurd, but it is still widely-circulated as fact, as 

local tourist literature will attest. Therefore, a 

discussion of the growth and decline of the Reese River 

Mining District population is in order. 

Certain reference points for the population growth 

in the Reese River Mining District can be located. In 

May, 1863,the Reese River Reveille calculated the total 

population of the Austin-Clifton-Jacobsville area to 

be almost one thousand people. In August, another 

informal "census," taken by G. F. Allardt, a local civil 

engineer, estimated that approximately 1,450 persons 

lived in Austin and Clifton (1,100 in Austin, 350 in 
2 

Clifton). When the rush burst forth in the fall of 1863, 

attempts to keep track of the area's permanent population 

became futile. Throughout the last part of 1863 and most 

of 1864 thousands of persons migrated into and out of the 

Reese River Mining District. This transient population 
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so totally confused the scene that few observers even 

attempted to estimate its numbers during that year. 

In late November, 1864, the Reese River Reveille 

attempted to estimate the population of both Lander 

County and Austin. Basing its estimates on the voter 

turnout for the presidential election of 1864, the 

newspaper translated a total county vote of 2,500 into 

a county population of 7,500. Likewise, the Austin vote 

of 1,993 translated into a population of 6,000 for the 
3 

four wards of the City of Austin. Other descriptions 

and directories also attempted to place a number on 

the Reese River's seething population during 1864, and 

many of these settled on the same six-to-eight thousand 
4 

estimate the Reveille had made. 

During the hard economic times of late 1864 and 

early 1865, the population of the district dropped faster 

than it had risen. By the end of 1865 most observers 

credited the Austin vicinity with a population of three 

to four thousand. The situation remained fairly constant 

throughout 1866, and the Reese River Reveille reluctantly 

admitted in August that "the population of Reese River 

has not increased for a year or more. . . . " Thus, by 

late 1866 the population still ranged from three to 

four thousand. The Lander County voting results in the 

elections of 1866 further confirmed the drop in population. 

The total county vote had dropped to 1,153, and only 1,536 
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had registered. Even considering a lack of interest 

in an off-year election, these returns represent a 

startling drop in population when compared to the 1864 

election returns. 

The Reese River population continued to drop 

in 1867, as the April city elections in Austin 

illustrate. Only 562 votes were cast in this 

election, an even more significant drop when compared 
g 

to 1864. Furthermore, a correspondent writing from 

Austin in August, 1867, reported that the population 

of Austin had dropped by at least 600 during 1867 alone, 

as many Austinites moved south to the new camp at 
9 

Belmont. 

The downward trend in the population continued 

throughout the rest of the 1860s. From three to four 

thousand in 1866, the population dropped to roughly 

1,400 in 1870. The continued decline of the Austin 

mining economy coupled with the lure of new districts, 

such as Mineral Hill and White Pine, led to this 

steady decline of the Reese River population. The 

census of 1870, Austin's first federal census, gives 

the Austin vicinity a population of 1,380 (Austin 

1,324, Yankee Blade, 56)."^^ Total Lander County 

population also dropped, to 2,185."̂ ^ Thus by 1870 

Austin was simply a small industrial town whose glory 

days already were long gone. 
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Following 1870, Austin's population figures 

clearly illustrate the decline of the Reese River Mining 

District as a populous mining region. Only the activity 

generated by the Manhattan Mining Company, coupled with 

the temporary work force used in the construction of the 

Nevada Central Railroad and events in the surrounding 

area, allowed the post-mining rush population to peak in 

1880, and not a decade earlier. By the 1920s Austin's 

role as a small regional trade center was clearly 

reflected in its diminished population. 

Another aspect of the Reese River populace, its 

highly ethnic composition, also rose and fell as did the 

population. During the "Rush to Reese River" adventurers 

of many nationalities arrived in the region. By the end 

of 1864 Chinese, French, English (including the Cousin 

Jacks from Cornwall), Canadians, Germans, Irish, Scots, 

Danes, Swiss, Norwegians, Swedes, Italians, and members of 

various Slavic groups rubbed shoulders with the Anglo-

Americans, Indians, blacks, and Hispanics who already 

claimed citizenship (or American residence). Also, a 

number of Jews, of various nationalities, arrived during 

the rush. The Reese River Mining District became, if not 

a melting pot, a collection of nationalities, all attempting 

to make a go of it in the new "Eldorado" in central Nevada. 

Unfortunately, census data can be utilized only 

to illustrate this ethnic mix after 1870. Contemporary 
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sources, such as the Reveille, Myron Angel, the Mining 

and Scientific Press, and others, discuss this matter 

over and over, but in a piecemeal fashion. Thus, the size 

and impact of ethnic groups in the Reese River area must 

be ascertained through inference before that date as 

there are no available statistics to prove the matter. 

(See Table 2.) Although this chart represents Lander 

County as a whole, the Reese River Mining District 

population comprised the great majority of the country's 

entire population until 1900. Thus, the figures are 

representative of the Reese River population's ethnicity, 

even though they may not represent the actual Reese River 

Mining District numbers, which cannot be found. 

Table 2 also shows that certain ethnic groups 

outnumbered others. Germans, Irish, English, Chinese, 

and Canadians make up the bulk of the foreign-bom Reese 

Riverites during the nineteenth century, while Japanese, 

Italians, and Basques begin to arrive in larger numbers 

after 1900. The native-bom American Indians remain as 

one of the largest ethnic groups found in the area 

throughout its entire history. Naturally, the ethnicity 

of the Reese River Mining District's population made 

for a more interesting and cosmopolitan atmosphere. 

Also, ethnicity led to occasional friction between the 

district's residents, especially the Caucasian and non-

Caucasian groups. 
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The pages of the Reese River Reveille are 

filled with encounters between the region's ethnic 

groups and with stories detailing the activities and 

problems of these people. Members of the local Shoshone 

and Piute tribes quickly arrived in the district from 

the surrounding mountains to observe the new arrivals 

and perhaps profit from the melee under way. In June, 

1863,the hundreds of Indians roaming the streets of 

Austin and Clifton were labeled a public nuisance by 

12 
the Reveille. The Reveille took a rather harsh view 

of the Indians, particularly after the local Indian 

leadership demanded decent wages and treatment for 

13 Indians doing day-labor for the whites. 

In June of 1864 the Hebrew Benevolent Association, 

Lander County, Nevada Territory, filed papers of 

incorporation. By the end of 1864 at least sixty-

three Jews lived in and around the Reese River Mining 

District, as the Reveille reported that number attended 

Day of Atonement services in the local Masonic Hall. 

Other ethnic groups also made their presence 

known. In August, 1865,many of the Irish populace met 

in Judge Logan's courtroom and organized a Fenian 
16 

Society, the Circle of the Fenian Brotherhood. This 

society, founded by "the friends and sympathizers of 

downtrodden and oppressed Ireland," continued to meet 

regularly throughout 1865 and 1866.-̂ ^ The Irish presence 
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culminated in a widely advertised St. Patrick's Day 

18 
Parade held on March 18, 1867. Naturally, the Fenians 

played a prominent role in the organization of the 

event. 

The Hispanic community also celebrated its 

traditional holidays in Austin. Periodically, the 

Mexican residents of the Reese River Mining District 

celebrated the diez y seis, or the September 16 holiday. 

The Reese River Reveille reported these celebrations 

on at least two occasions, September, 1865, and 

September, 1872, and there is no reason to believe 

20 they did not occur in other years. An insight into 

the decline of the Mexican community in the Austin area 

can be gathered by the Reveille report of the diez y seis 

celebration in 1872. The Reveille described the Hispanic 

community as "the few Mexican residents of Austin," 

inferring that they were a steadily dwindling group. 

As in most western mining camps, the Chinese 

community arrived very early in the "rush" and remained 

a constant source of political and social turmoil. The 

first Chinese arrived in the region during 1863 and 

they quickly became an everyday part of the Reese River 

scene. They established a Chinese quarter, located north 

of Court Street and west of Pine Street, and began to 

operate laundries and stores, cook in local restaurants, 

sell vegetables, cut and sell firewood, and perform many 
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other menial tasks and service functions. Initially, 

the Chinese, whites, and Indians formed an uneasy truce, 

working together and gambling together, but separated 

22 in most other areas of social contact. Throughout 

the year, the Chinese held their traditional celebrations, 

especially New Year's and religious events, which usually 

irritated the white community which in general did not 

appreciate or understand the ceremony and noise involved 

23 
in Oriental traditions or culture. 

In Austin, because the town contained a large 

Chinese population, the Chinese "company" developed. 

The major "companies" were based on the laundry business. 

Led by local Orientals, such as Fat Chung, Yong Woh, 

and Hop Wah, these "companies" dominated the Chinese 

community. They settled disputes, made laws for the 

local Chinese, administered the affairs of their members, 

and, occasionally, the "companies" made war on one 

another.^^ One such confrontation between "companies" 

erupted into violence in October, 1866, leaving one 
25 

Chinese man dead and a woman seriously wounded. These 

confrontations occurred infrequently, but they did 

happen occasionally throughout the 1870s and 1880s and 

only ended when the Chinese population began to decline 

in the second half of the 1880s. 

The uneasy peace between the whites in the Reese 

River district and the Chinese lasted until the mid-1880s. 
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Although the Reese River Reveille had editorialized 

throughout the 1860s about the evils of Chinese labor 

in the mines, no problems developed because no Reese 

River mine ever employed any Chinese. ̂ ^ By the 1870s the 

Manhattan Company had solved the wage issue by switching 

to the "tributor" or lease system, thereby avoiding 

either a pay reduction or the need for cheaper Chinese 

labor. However, in the mid-1880s the entire state of 

Nevada slid into a severe mining depression which lasted 

until 1900. Likewise, the mining industry in the Reese 

River Mining District began to disintegrate in the mid-

1880s and the growing anti-Chinese clamor of California 

27 
and the Washoe spread to central Nevada. 

By March of 1886 Austin had joined the growing 
28 

number of Nevada cities with an anti-Chinese club. 

The Reese River Reveille then intensified its campaign 

against Chinese labor and the anti-Chinese movement soon 

passed into a violent stage in May when an unknown 

arsonist attempted to bum down the Chinese quarter of 

the city.^^ It is not known if the local Chinese were 

intimidated by the clamor and violence, or by a failing 

local economy, but it is clear that the Chinese population 

decreased drastically between 1880 and 1890, from 387 

to 87.-̂ ° Thus, the Chinese portion of the Reese River's 

ethnic heritage faded quickly and was almost gone by the 

early twentieth century. 
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As the years passed and the Reese River population 

declined the general ethnic diversity of the district 

diminished. The mining industry ground to a halt and 

other districts lured many Austinites away. The Cornish 

and Irish miners, the German mining engineers, the Chinese 

laundrymen, and those of many another ethnic background 

drifted away to more profitable areas. The economic 

decline especially affected the immigrant population 

because it was comprised mostly of younger single males, 

or of persons related directly to the mining industry. 

This dual characteristic of the immigrant population 

accounts for the drop in ethnicity, as does the passage 

of time and the assimilation of many descendents of 

immigrants into the mainstream society. Although vestiges 

of the Reese River district's earlier ethnicity remained 

for decades, the heaviest impact of foreign peoples 

had occurred in the 1860s and 1870s. The only numerous 

and identifiable ethnic group remaining in the area by 

the turn of the century was the local Shoshone Indian 

tribe, whose members lived and worked on Lander County 

ranches. Yet, as time passed even these people became more 

and more a part of the established Lander County society. 

While Austin and the Reese River Mining District 

grew, then declined economically, the cities in the area 

expanded then contracted to parallel the economic situation. 

Construction in the town of Austin began in May, 1863, 
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roughly a year later than Jacobsville and six months 

later than in Clifton. Under the energetic leadership 

of David Buel and the Austin Townsite Company the town 

of Austin soon rivaled its neighbors ."̂"̂  The town 

grew so fast that lot-jumping, or land-jumping, became 

a severe problem during the summer of 1863."^^ 

In August a local civil engineer, G. P. Allardt, 

counted and described the structures in Austin and 

Clifton. His tally, reported in the Reveille, gives 

a good picture of the area in mid-1863. 

Allardt wrote that the two towns of Austin and 

Clifton contained approximately 1,450 souls, 1,100 in 

Austin and 350 in Clifton. The two communities stretched 

up Pony Canyon for two miles, from Clifton at the mouth 

of the canyon to Austin near the head of the canyon. Of 

the 366 structures counted by Allardt, the great majority 

were of a temporary nature. The two towns combined 

possessed only 34 stone structures and no brick buildings 

at all. Adobe brick accounted for 61 buildings, while 

58 structures were of the frame-type construction. 

Sixty-two buildings were of log or pole construction 

while 55 were of canvas, 51 were simply tents, and 45 

were made of brushwood. As Allardt's description 

indicates, the structures in Pony Canyon represented a 

wide spectrum of appearance, building materials, and 

permanence. Naturally, since many of these early 
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structures were purely temporary, the "skyline" of Pony 

Canyon constantly changed over the next few years. 

By October, with the rush in full swing, a 

construction boom began. Adobe became the primary 

building material as it was cheap, at thirteen dollars 

per thousand, and available in Pony Canyon from several 

34 
adobe yards. Liomber, freighted in from the Sierras, 

cost three hundred dollars per thousand feet, making 

lumber the building material used by those with money, 

35 

but not by the newly arrived immigrant. Surrounding 

the larger structures, which occupied the floor of 

Pony Canyon, were scores of miner's shacks. Most of 

these shacks were small, one room, canvas-roofed, half-

dugouts with stone walls and a front facade of vertical 

poles sunk into the ground. These tiny, crudely-

furnished dwellings often contained all of the worldly 

possessions of the owner and served quite well as a 

temporary residence. 

As the development of Pony Canyon moved forward 

by leaps and bounds the editors of the Reese River 

Reveille began to call for civic improvements. In May, 

1864, the Reveille urged the local citizens to consider 

providing for a sewage and drainage system, sidewalks 

and crossings, regularly-platted and named streets 

and alleys, the numbering of lots and blocks, and a 

public square. "̂^ The paper similarly called for more 
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uniformity and thought in the location and constmction 

of new buildings in town in the future."^^ As the 

"Rush to Reese" continued and throughout the summer of 

1864, the building boom flourished. The Reveille 

periodically ran descriptions of new construction and 

made a quarterly report on the numbers and types of new 

buildings being erected in Pony Canyon. By late 1865 

the camp of Austin had become a substantial little city. 

As the Reveille described it: 

Like most mining towns, Austin struggles for 
two or three miles down a deep crooked canon. 
On each side of its narrow principal street, 
ashen, treeless hills rise abruptly for several 
hundred feet. They are excavated like a mammoth 
prairie-dog town. Hundreds and hundreds of 
apertures surrounded by piles of reddish earth, 
attest the the [sic] industry of searchers for 
silver ore. The fortifications of McClellen on 
the Peninsula, the fifty miles of breastworks 
which commemorate Halleck's stupendous failure 
before Corinth, dwarf in comparison. The proverb 
assures us truly that it requires a gold mine to 
work a silver mine, and often to find one. 

The population of Austin is from three to 
four thousand. Far up the hillsides little 
dwellings of stone, brick, wood, and adobe are 
curiously niched and scattered. In this thin air, 
six thousand feet above the sea, climbing to them 
is no light labor. Among the ravines huge quartz 
mills thunder incessantly; and some of the busiest 
blocks are large and substantial. At night the 
b rilliantly lighted drinking and gambling saloons, 
ith open fronts, are filled with a motley witn op 
crowd.39 

When the rush to the Reese River began to slow in 

late 1864, a period of consolidation began in and around 

Austin. The physical growth of the area slowed. Fewer 

structures were built in 1865 and 1866, but many that were 
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built were large brick and stone structures which replaced 

the adobes which had not lasted through the harsh, wet 

40 
winters of Pony Canyon. Many structures still standing 

in Austin date from this era of consolidation. The 

large brick Methodist Church (1866), the equally large 

brick Catholic Church (1867), the Lander County 

Courthouse (1872), the brick Episcopal Church (1878), 

and many of the substantial brick commercial structures 

and residences date from the late 1860s and 1870s. 

In January, 1867, Austin received gas lights for certain 

42 structures, such as the International Hotel. However, 

the results were not as good as expected and it is not 

known if this convenience became permanent. 

As the 1860s came to a close Austin's growth 

44 began to slow. New construction in Austin generally 

consisted of replacement of deteriorated structures 

45 and renovation of existing sound buildings. Throughout 

the 1870s the city maintained a static appearance and 

a consistent and stable size. As occupied and sound 

structures aged, poorly built miner's shacks and other 

deteriorated buildings were cannibalized for materials 

which were used in routine maintenance. As a result, 

Austin's housing supply remained very close to the 

demand, even as the population dropped. Thus, the cheaply 

built and surplus structures left behind after the rush 

simply disappeared, leaving a town that looked about 
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the same as years earlier, but which did not have dozens 

of shacks and ruins interspersed throughout the city. 

One outstanding example of this evolution of the city 

is the International Hotel. The International was 

moved to Austin from Virginia City in 1863, by David E. 

Buel, I. C. Bateman, and a Mr. Paul, to fill a crying 

need for a local hotel. This building was torn down 

in 1873 and a new International Hotel built on the 

46 site. Thus, the size of Austin did not change even 

though new construction occurred. 

During the 1880s and 1890s, however, Austin's 

appearance began to change. The town actually began to 

shrink. As the economy and population declined real 

estate values fell. Abandoned houses, mills, commercial 

buildings, and miner's shacks fell prey to fires, floods, 

vandalism, salvage crews, and the elements. A major 

fire in August, 1881, eliminated fifteen buildings in 

Austin, while a major flood in August, 1878,inundated 

all structures on Main Street and permanently damaged 

47 many of them. 

Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps for Austin, made 

in January, 1886, October, 1890, and July, 1907,bear 

witness to this deterioration. In 1886 there were 

already numerous vacant, dilapidated, and deteriorated 

structures in the city.'̂ ^ Four years later, in 1890, 

this trend was much more noticeable, as the ranks of the 
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vacant and dilapidated structures swelled significantly.^^ 

By 1907 the trend was clear, as not only were there many 

more vacant and dilapidated structures, but many 

dwellings and some commercial structures had disappeared 

from the 1907 map. Thus, Austin's declining economy 

and shrinking population were manifested in the 

contraction of the city and in the removal of unused or 

unsafe buildings. This trend has continued to the present, 

with several older structures destroyed every decade. 

The only significant construction to take place 

after 1886 came in the mid-1890s, with the building of 

a large mill for the Austin Mining Company in 1895 and 

the construction of "Stokes Castle" in 1897. The mill, 

built at Clifton, failed miserably and was abandoned 

shortly after it opened. "Stokes Castle," a three-

story stone summer house built for J. G. Phelps Stokes, 

sat empty from the day it was finished. Its remains 

stand today as a silent, haunting reminder of lost dreams 

and a vanished past in the Reese River Mining District. 

During the 1860s and the early 1870s the Reese 

River Mining District developed into one of Nevada's 

most politically powerful and influential areas. With 

Austin as one of the state's largest cities and with the 

Reese River mines pouring out bullion, the Reese River 

area was a power to be reckoned with. Only the lact 

that the Washoe region was more powerful economically 
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and politically than Reese River kept the Austinites 

from wielding political power on the state level. 

Still, Austin did dominate central Nevada politics 

for decades. As time passed the area's economic and 

political status declined and Austin became a pastoral 

village of little political or economic consequence. 

However, as long as Austin remained a city of 

consequence, its politicians played an important role 

in both the regional and local level. 

In anticipation of the rush to Reese River, 

and central Nevada in general, the Nevada Territorial 

Legislature created Lander County on December 19, 1862, 

with Jacob's Springs (Jacob's Well) as the county 

52 seat. This new county occupied almost one-third of 

the entire territory, and was not reduced in size 

until 1864, when the legislature created Nye County 

to the south of Lander.^ In 1864 the legislature 

also moved the western border of the county further 

westward about twenty miles, as it was learned that 

Austin, the county seat, did not lie within the county's 

boundaries.^^ In the years following 1864, three new 

counties evolved out of Lander: Elko County and White 

Pine County in 1869, and Eureka County in 1873. 

Further boundary adjustments during 1873 established 

the current borders of Lander County, which can be 

seen in Maps 4 through 11. 
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Political life in the town of Austin closely 

paralleled that of Lander County between 1863 and 

1873. Significant political events occurred on the 

local level during Austin's early years, but as time 

passed the city's political importance waned. When 

the rush to the Reese River developed during 1863 

Austin quickly came to the fore. In September, Austin 

became the county seat, which added to the town's 

prestige. In January, 1864, the citizens of the 

Austin area approved a petition asking the Territorial 

Legislature to combine Clifton, Austin and upper Austin 

into one incorporated city, the City of Austin. On 

February 20, Governor Nye signed the Act of Incorporation 

creating the new municipality of Austin which consisted 
58 

of four wards for administrative purposes. 

The citizens of Austin made headlines in April, 

when they conducted their first city elections. As 

with many mining camps in the first half of the 

1860s, the issues of the Civil War were keenly felt 

by the local citizenry. National political issues 

influenced the city's first mayoral election, as Austin's 

population contained a large number of Southerners 

and southern sympathizers. One candidate, the very 
59 

popular David Buel, ran as a Democrat. His opponent, 

a local merchant named Charles Holbrook, ran as a staunch 

Unionist. ̂ ^ The events conceming this election made the 
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Reese River a household topic of conversation in the 

west for years. 

During the election campaign feelings ran high, 

especially because North-South and Civil War issues 

were so prominent in the people's minds. Also, a great 

deal of wagering on the outcome took place, so that 

nearly all citizens had either a political or an 

economic interest in the outcome. One wager in 

particular caught the attention of the Reese Riverites. 

R. C. Gridley, a local Democrat, challenged a local 

Republican, Dr. H. S. Herrick, to bet on the outcome 

of the race. The loser would be required to carry a 

fifty pound sack of flour from Austin to Clifton. After 

the wager had been made, the good doctor suggested that 

the sack of flour should be auctioned to raise funds 

for the Sanitary Fund.* On April 19 the Republican, 

Holbrook, defeated Buel, the Democrat. The following 

day Gridley carried the sack of flour, decorated 

previously by the doctor with small American flags, 

from his store in upper Austin to Dr. Herrick's office 

in Clifton, a distance of over a mile. Following 

Gridley was a motley procession of onlookers consisting 

of a band, flag bearers, and curious onlookers. Gridley 

*The Sanitary Fund was an association created 
during the Civil War to provide aid and comfort for 
wounded or sick Union soldiers. In essence, it was a 
precursor to the Red Cross as it exists today. 
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delivered the sack to the Bank Exchange Saloon, instead 

of Herrick's office, much to the approval of all 

concerned. After formally receiving the sack of flour, 

Herrick opened the floor to speeches and drinking. A 

short while later the party returned to central Austin 

where the sack was auctioned for $350. The new owner 

immediately donated the sack for another round of 

bidding. By the end of the day the sack had been sold 

countless times, raising over $4,500 in gold coin for 

61 
the Sanitary Fund. 

Following the election, Gridley and the sack 

of flour toured Gold Hill and Virginia City where 

even more money was raised. Then, Gridley went on to 

California, thence to New York where he continued to 

raise money for the Sanitary Fund. By the end of the 

war he had raised approximately $175,000 for the fund 

and made Austin and the Reese River Mining District a 

familiar and recognizable entity for thousands of 

62 
Americans throughout the nation. 

Lost in all the hullabaloo and excitement of 

the campaign were the actual results of the election. 

The Unionists (Republicans) made a clean sweep of the 

elections, but a large minority voted for the Democrats. 

For example, of the 1,411 votes cast, 761 were for the 

Unionist Holbrook and 650 went to the Democrat, buel. 

Thus 46 percent of the vote went to an opposition party 
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political candidate during the Civil War, an indication 

that the Reese Riverites certainly were interested in 

the political process and probably very aware of both 

local and national political issues. 

Throughout the rest of the 1860s Lander County 

(i.e., Austin and the Reese River Mining District) 

played a prominent role in regional and state politics. 

From 1864 to 1871 Lander County was second only to 

Storey County (Virginia City and Gold Hill) in the 

number of state senators and assemblymen sent to Carson 
64 

City. However, after 1871 a steady decline in 

population began and by the 1890s the county was 

apportioned only one senator and one assemblyman, the 

6 S 
legal minimum. Thus, the Reese River Mining District 

lost its political influence after only a short period 

of ascendency and by the early 1870s the region had no 

particular political success or dominance. 

Following the excitement of 1864, the county 

and municipal governments dealt with typical municipal 

and local political issues. Between 1863 and 1865 

city and county police forces were created, a county 

hospital was funded, a fire company formed in Austin, 

an embryonic school system began, and a municipal water 

company was formed. By the end of 1865 the local 

governing bodies had established all the traditional 

small-town-America institutions found in nearly any 



197 
66 

small city in the east. For the next several decades 

the city and county continued to carry out these basic 

functions just as any traditional industrial or commercial 

town in the east would have done. 

However, as time passed the need for both a 

city and a county government became questionable. As 

the town became more and more dependent on the Manhattan 

Company, a strong link between the city government 

and the company developed. The Manhattan Company 

integrated its water system and reservoirs with those 

of the city to insure adequate fire protection for the 

entire town. Thus the Austin Water Company, a private, 

franchised, venture received substantial aid from the 

6 7 
Manhattan Company, another private venture. 

During this same time period many officers and 

employees of the company served as city officials. John 

Frost, the Manhattan Company supervisor for underground 

work, served several terms as Mayor in the late 1860s 

and 1870s, while Allen Curtis, the company's General 

Agent and Supervisor, served as an alderman for several 

terms in the early 1870s, as well as two terms as County 

Treasurer at the same time. This blending of interests 

spread to the state level also, as M. J. Farrell and 

Andrew Nichols, both business associates of Curtis, 

served as State Senator and/or Assemblyman from Lander 

County in the 1870s and 1880s.^^ 
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This blending of company and public interests 

is easily understandable. The Manhattan Company, as 

the town's biggest landowner, taxpayer and employer, 

had a vested interest in local affairs. Likewise, the 

company was the city's greatest benefactor as it 

provided revenue and jobs, as well as aiding the city 

in maintaining services such as water and fire protection 

while employing most of the members of the hose companies. 

The majority of the Austinites applauded the close city-

company relationship because they believed the city's 

and the company's interests to be essentially the same. 

As the population of the district declined 

throughout the 1870s, and as the linkage between the 

Manhattan Company and the city and county governments 

grew stronger, the need for municipal government 

diminished. By 1880 many citizens in Austin believed 

the time had come to eliminate the seemingly redundant 

city government. As a result, in May, 1881, the Nevada 

Legislature repealed the Austin City Charter and 

69 
abolished all city offices. 

While the Reese River district's fortunes rose 

and fell between the Civil War and World War I the area 

remained relatively isolated from national economic, 

political and social movements. However, during these 

five decades of development two major national issues or 

a socio-economic nature were felt in the Reese River. 
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These two, the use of silver as currency by the United 

States and the growth of labor unions in American 

industry, surfaced in the remote areas of central Nevada, 

as they did in nearly every silver and gold mining camp 

in the west. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

LABOR AND SILVER: NATIONAL MOVEMENTS 

IN THE REESE RIVER 

Although the Reese River Mining District remained 

geographically isolated during the years between the Civil 

War and World War I, certain national issues of the era 

were keenly felt in the area. The most significant of 

these issues are the silver question and the organization 

of labor into unions. The question of labor organization 

arose in the district during and after the period of 

consolidation, when the individual mine owner/miner gave 

way to the wage earning miner working in the corporately 

owned mine. Over the years the strength of organized 

labor in the Reese River region rose and fell with the 

strength of the local economy, the mood of the local 

populace, and the inclination and strength of the company 

employing the workers. 

Comparatively speaking, labor prospered in the 

Reese River area, whether it was organized or unorganized 

in nature. This is especially true of the boom years of 

the 1860s and early 1870s. During these years the demand 

for labor remained so great that a standard wage equal 

to or above "union scale" could easily be earned in the 
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Reese River Mining District. Throughout the boom years 

at Reese River, the Reveille bemoaned the shortage of 

workingmen and trumpeted the high wage being paid."̂  In 

general, the average working miner earned four dollars 

a day, plus board of ten dollars per week, while the more 

skilled workers, mechanics, and artisans could expect to 

make six to eight dollars per day plus board. Even 

common day laborers could expect to make fifty to sixty 
3 

dollars per month and board. 

With wages such as these, it is no wonder 

organized labor faced a severe organizational challenge. 

To compound the problem, many of the early day prospector-

miners represented both labor and management in their 

individual situations. These men did not employ large 

numbers of workers, many employed none at all. If they 

needed extra help, they often gave a percentage of their 

claim in return for labor. However, these small time 

operators did occasionally have complaints to voice, 

either about legal matters or matters of local concern 

such as milling costs, wage standards, or claim boundaries. 

As a result, most early "labor" organization took the 

form of miners' leagues rather than true labor unions, 

a format which allowed the property owner/workers to 

form a common front to face their common problems. 

Throughout the 1860s numerous "miners' rallies" 

occurred and miners' leagues formed whenever a crisis 
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loomed on the horizon. In September, 1864, a Miners' 

League, patterned on those in Virginia City and Gold 
4 

Hill, formed in Austin. Initially, seventy-five miners 

joined the league. However, the great majority of 

the miners preferred to rely on the "Miners' Rally" or 

mass meeting to discuss issues or protest various 

corporate policies, such as high milling costs. A 

series of these rallies took place in early 1865, to 

protest a rumored wage cut by San Francisco companies 

and to demand payment of back wages owed to some miners. 

One of these rallies led to the formation of a "Miners' 

Association" to investigate and report upon the issues 

then under discussion. 

Apparently, these early attempts at organization 

were short-lived as the Reese River region was too 

unstable and changing to support them. A third attempt 

to form a league illustrates the point. On March 15, 

1868, a new "Miners' League of Austin" was organized. 

Within a matter of months the association collapsed 

as its members flocked out of the Reese River Mining 

District to the new camps at White Pine. During the 

"White Pine excitement" of 1868 and 1869, the labor 

situation in the Reese River district began to change. 

Consolidation of mining interests and growth of the 

Manhattan Company had removed much of the competition 

from the area. 
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By the late 1860s most Reese River miners were 

wage earning miners working for the few surviving companies 

in the district. This turn about in the make-up of the 

labor force soon led to more traditional confrontations 

between the workers and management. Beginning in 

September of 1869, the Manhattan Company tried to force 

a reduction in wages and taxes in order to lower operating 

costs and increase profits. Sixty of the company's miners 

were laid off, leaving only 125 on the payroll, and the 

company president, H. Augustus Taylor of New York, directed 

Allen A. Curtis to close the company's mines and mill in 

an effort to reduce wages and taxes. When this attempt 

met furious opposition from the local press, the local 

miners, and the local taxing body, the company altered 

its strategy. The management converted from the day-

wage system to the contract or "tributor" method of 

working the mines. 

The "tribute" system was actually a system of 

mine leasing which occurred throughout the mining west 

in the last three decades of the nineteenth century. 

Essentially the mine lease was a contract between the 

mine owner and one or more persons to work all or a 

portion of a mine for a stated period of time. The 

lessees received a percentage of the returns on the 

ore which they mined and delivered to the mill. The 

system closely resembled the "tribute" system which 
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had been used in Cornwall, England,for generations. In 

Cornwall, the laborers often kept a portion of the ore 

they mined for themselves as partial or full payment for 

their work. When these Comishmen appeared in American 

mines they may have brought the system with them. Whether 

they did or not, they quickly adapted to the mine lease 

so that within a few years the terms tributor and lessee 

13 had come to mean the same thing. 

Many western mining companies preferred the leasing 

system for various reasons. Mine owners believed it would 

save them money and increase profits by eliminating a 

large number of wage earners from the payroll. The risk 

and expense of mining could be shifted to the lessee; 

and if he wanted to pay his wage-earning help four dollars 

per day that was fine, because the company was not 

involved. Thus, without tying up any large amount of 

capital in the work force the mine owner could simply 

wait and reap his profits from the percentage of the ore 

retained by the company. And, if the company owned 

its own mill, it charged the lessee to mill his ore, so 

the company could make even more profits in its mining 

operation. Many mining companies also believed the 

leasing system could remove them from a direct involvement 

with organized labor, thus preventing strikes and other 

labor-management conflicts. To a point, this was true, 

and companies which used the leasing method were fairly 
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well isolated from strikes. Although strikes could 

occur, striking against the contractor simply could not 

be as effective as striking against the company itself.-̂ ^ 

So, the leasing system became the favored system to reduce 

the cost of labor and to shift the risk of finding the 

mineral to the worker. Costs of safety precautions were 

shifted to the lessee and the leasing system also became 

a fairly effective anti-union tool. 

By 1871 the Manhattan Company used this system 

almost exclusively, with 94 of 112 miners working as 

"tributors." Thus, the company avoided both paying a 

high daily wage and the threat of unionization. This 

point was brought home in 1871 and 1872 when approximately 

one-third of the district's miners (130 men) formed the 

Miners' Union of Austin. This group demanded that all 

Reese River Mining District companies reinstitute the 

four dollar per day wage for all day labor. The 

Manhattan Company, with only eighteen day laborers, 

agreed since it would not affect their tributors at all, 
18 

thus the daily costs would be trivial. However, Henry 

Prideaux, the superintendent of the other major Reese 

River mining enterprise, the English Pacific Mining 

Company, refused to increase, as all of his workers were 

day laborers. 

On February 17, 1872, the local miners' union, 

led by its president, Daniel Holland, sent a party of 
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forty miners to the Pacific Company's works. Captain 

Prideaux hoisted up his crew and as they came to the 

surface they were induced into joining the union. Only 

one man of the Pacific Company's crew did not sign up. 

To retaliate, Prideaux filed a complaint against the 

local union alleging that he and his miners had been 

intimidated by the "excited and dangerous crowd" which 

had come to his works. The Union leaders, Daniel 

Holland, and twenty-eight others were arrested by 

the Lander County Sheriff and charged with "unlawful 

assembly, with stopping the miners from working by 

'violence and intimidation,' and with forcing the miners, 

to their 'great terror' to sign a pledge not to work for 

less than $4 per day." The case came to trial the next 

week and charges were dropped against all but Holland 

and four other union officers. After examining fifty 

jurors, a jury was finally seated. But, it could not 

reach a decision so the case was dismissed. Prideaux 

grudgingly accepted the union demands, but a new mining 

rush to Pioche drained away so many local miners that 

the union collapsed by the end of the year. 

For several years labor in the Reese River 

Mining District remained unorganized. Then, in 1875, 

the reconstituted local Austin Union joined with those 

of the Comstock, White Pine, and Ruby Hill in an embryonic 

attempt to unite all local unions into a state-wide 



212 
20 

organization. This plan reached fruition in 1877, 

when all miners' unions in Nevada agreed to form a 

confederation. As soon as the state's largest 

unions had joined the new organization, it announced 

that only union men would work underground in Nevada, 

and that they would work for no less than four dollars 

per day. Demands for a closed shop led to a brief 

strike by Austin miners at the Manhattan Company 

when one shift boss refused to join the union. Pressure 

by the company superintendent, since the men already 

made four dollars a day and since the tribute system 

would thwart most union demands an3rway, led to a 

change of heart by the shift boss, so the closed shop 

came to the Reese River Mining District in November of 

1877.̂ -̂  

The labor union movement in the Reese River 

Mining District peaked in the late 1870s and early 1880s. 

The Manhattan Mining Company, by that time the only 

company in the district, accepted the closed shop and 

the four dollar per day minimum. However, the company 

also maintained and expanded the tribute system so that 

the Manhattan Company actually paid very few day laborers 

directly. Of course, if a tributor or contractor wished 

to hire local miners to carry out his contract with 

the Manhattan Company he was forced to use union miners 

at four dollars per day. 
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The crowning achievement for Austin's local union 

came in 1881 when it enforced the closed shop and the 

four dollar per day wage at Lewis, ninety miles north of 

Austin. In early 1881 the hundred or so miners at Lewis, 

a small mining camp, learned that their wages would 

drop to $3.50 per day. The miners struck, and within 

a week Martin Igo, the president of the Austin union, 

arrived to organize a union. By early March violence 

erupted at Lewis between the strikers and newly arriving 

non-union replacement workers, or "scabs." The Lewis 

union wired its Austin brethren for aid and the Austin 

Union voted to go "en masse" to Lewis to adjust the 

situation. Approximately 250 heavily-armed Austin miners 

boarded a special train and left for Lewis. When the 

Austinites arrived they learned that the local mine 

superintendent, hearing of their approach, had capitulated 

to the union's demands of a closed shop at four dollars 

per day and then packed his family and left for San 

Francisco. The victorious Austin union, successful 

just through the threat of intervention, returned to 
22 

Austin in triiomph after a wild celebration in Lewis. 

By the mid-1880s the widening mining depression 

in Nevada led to a series of wage reductions for miners 

throughout the state. Many companies ended the four 

dollar per day wage rate by going exclusively to the 

tribute system and issuing contracts to individual miners 
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instead of general contractors. On June 10, 1884, 

the Manhattan Company cut wages to $3.50 per day, 

although they had not used day labor for months. The 

Austin Miners' Union, rather than repudiate their pledge 

to work for no less than four dollars per day, disbanded 
23 on June 18. 

For the next quarter of a century the organization 

of labor in the Reese River Mining District remained at 

a standstill. By the end of the 1880s the mining 

industry was in serious trouble, both at the Reese River 

and throughout the state. The Austin Miners' Union 

lingered, as a disbanded and inactive unit, until the 

mid-1890s, then it faded away entirely. Mining 

remained depressed for the rest of the century and did 

not revive until the early twentieth century. A brief 

period of union activity occurred during a resurgence 

of mining activity in the district in the years before 

World War I. The Western Federation of Miners appeared 

in the Reese River Mining District in late 1909, and by 

1910 the new Austin Union Number 30 had a membership of 

9 S 

about seventy. This union functioned for approximately 

two years, but when the local mines began to fail again, 
26 

in 1911 and 1912, the union disintegrated. Thus, 

organized labor in the Reese River Mining District faded 

from the scene permanently before World War I, living 

and finally dying with the local mining industry. 
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Another problem of national scope which directly 

affected the Reese River region was the silver question, 

a burning political and economic issue from the early 

1880s until 1900. In Austin, the fate of profitable 

silver mining hung in the balance, and when the United 

States government turned away from silver, the Reese 

River region suffered for it. 

When the issue of silver coinage developed on 

a national level in the 1870s Nevada naturally became 

deeply involved in the controversy. During the late 

1880s numerous western congressmen began to clamor for 

more silver coinage. By 1892 their efforts had failed 

and the many supporters of silver made the question a 

campaign issue in the presidential elections of the 

1890s. Throughout the West politicians rallied supporters 

of silver, and in Colorado, Idaho, Montana, and Nevada 

"silver clubs" or "silver leagues" were organized on the 

grassroots level to marshal support for the cause. For 

the next ten years silver dominated local and state 

27 politics in Nevada. 

The silver issue was vital in the Reese River 

Mining District. The local miners believed that the 

district could once again prosper if only silver prices 

would rise. If silver prices would rise, lower grade 

ores could be mined profitably. Since Austin's ores 

were declining steadily in quality, a rise in silver 
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prices was essential for mining's long-term success. 

This could only happen, though, if the United States 

government purchased more silver for distribution as 

currency. Thus, politicians in the Reese River Mining 

District stood squarely in favor of the silver coinage 

question. In April, 1892,a mass meeting held at the 

Lander County Courthouse resulted in the organization 

of the Lander County Silver League Number 2, whose sole 

function in life was to promote the free coinage of 

28 silver by the United States government. 

Later in the year the local Democratic and 

Republican party organizations disbanded and jointly 

formed the Silver Party of Lander County to join with 

other Nevada county silver parties in unanimous support 

for James B. Weaver, the pro-silver Populist presidential 

hopeful. After the defeat of the Silverites in 1892, 

the local political machines in Nevada continued to work 

even harder for free silver, especially when it appeared 

that no major political party would support silver and 

that all government purchases of silver might end. In 

Austin, the local women took up the silver challenge and 

in August, 1893, formed "The Women's Silver League of 

Austin" dedicated to "the free coinage of silver at the 

ratio of 16 to 1.""̂ ^ Women's Silver Leagues developed 

in many Nevada mining camps and were an attempt to 

draw support for silver and at the same time publicize 
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the growing sentiment for women's suffrage in the state. 

Unfortunately, the cry for remonetization of silver was 

not heard in Washington. In October, 1893,the Sherman 

Silver Purchase Act was repealed, ending all government 

purchases and support of silver. The price of the metal 

immediately plummeted, renewing urgent efforts by 

westerners to reinstate government price supports. 

Throughout the rest of the 1890s the silver question 

dominated Reese River politics and did not die out 

fully until the presidential election of 1900, when the 

silver issue faced its final and bitterest defeat. 

Thus, the Reese River Mining District entered 

the twentieth century still fighting for silver, when 

in reality the truly productive life of the area had 

ended. The declining economy, the shrinking population, 

and the silver politics of the area all climg to the 

same ever-diminishing resource. However, it was to 

take several more futile mining revivals and two more 

decades of delusion for the Reese Riverites to realize 

the mining industry and their dreams were equally played 

out. 
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CHAPTER IX 

SOCIAL AND CULTURAL DEVELOPMENT IN THE 

REESE RIVER MINING DISTRICT 

While Austin, the center of the Reese River Mining 

District, evolved from a wild-and-wooly frontier mining 

camp into a quiet, industrially-oriented company town 

during the last half of the nineteenth century, its society 

retained several vestiges of the area's colorful past. 

Although the town and its residents generally came to 

conform to late Victorian moral codes, there were always 

the exceptions; practices and beliefs which lingered from 

the camp's earlier days and which the more open Western 

outlook accepted easily and logically. Thus, a small 

company town with all the "traditional" and "acceptable" 

societies and fraternal orders of the day found no great 

moral dilemma in its numerous saloons, gambling halls, 

and brothels. Likewise, the citizens of the Reese 

River Mining District usually acted reasonably and 

civilly towards one another in their business and social 

dealings. Rampant crime, murders, gunfights, and other 

types of serious anti-social behavior rarely occurred 

in the Reese River area on the scale that they did in 

Califomia and on the Comstock. Although isolated 

220 
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incidents occurred to mar the scene, for the most part 

Austin was a quiet and orderly company town, industrious 

and relatively serene after the chaos of the rush had 

passed. 

Even though the Reese River Mining District 

contained boisterous and rambunctious mining camps in 

its early days, various religious denominations 

established an early foothold in the area. In May, 

1863, church services were being held in Austin and 

Clifton. Within a matter of months services were being 

held by several denominations in various localities 

throughout Austin and Clifton. The Lander County 

Courthouse, Bradford's Hall, the Odd Fellow's Hall, and 
2 

other structures often rang with sermons and hymns. 

By early 1864 congregations of Presbyterians, Catholics, 

Methodists, Episcopalians, and a non-denominational 
, . 3 

Austin Christian Association met on a regular basis. 

Several of these churches grew in strength from 

the mid-1860s on through the 1870s. The most successful 

denominations were the Methodists, Catholics, and 

Episcopalians. The Methodists, under the leadership of 

the resourceful Reverend J. L. Trefren, financed the 

building of their church and parsonage by selling stock 

in a church-sponsored mining company. Although the 

company failed, the Methodist congregation occupied its 
4 

new stone and brick edifice in late 1866. 
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The Catholic congregation soon became very 

numerous. The local Catholic population in the 

district rose so fast that the parish was organized 

in December, 1864. In late 1865 construction of a 

two-story brick structure began under the direction 

of Reverend Edward Kelly. Although the building was 

used for services as early as September 29, 1866, it 

was not dedicated until September, 1867, and not finished 

until early 1870.^ 

The Episcopalians, although in evidence early 

in the scramble to Reese River, got a late start in 

formally establishing the church. Bishop Talbot held 

services in Austin and Clifton in 1863 and a layman, 

D. M. Godwin, led a group of Reese River Episcopalians 

regularly from 1863 to 1873. After 1866, services were 

held in the Lander County Courthouse. In 1868 the 

Reverend Marcus Lane established Saint George's Mission 

in Austin, but it lasted only one year. Then, in 

September, 1873, Saint George's Parish was established. 

By 1878 churchmen finally gathered together the money 

necessary to build a house of worship, with Allen A. 

Curtis contributing ten thousand dollars of the total 

cost of $15,500. The church was consecrated on Trinity 

Sunday in February, 1878. The vicarage, built in 1874, 

was sold in 1884, and then a new one, the brick Dunlap 

Home, was purchased in 1887. 
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These congregations no doubt played a role in 

the "taming" of the district, as they provided a place 

of worship as well as a reminder that traditional morals 

were not to be left behind when moving west. Likewise, 

various civic, social, and fraternal organizations formed 

to serve the commimity and, as a fringe benefit, channel 

the activities of many rambunctious Reese Riverites 

into more acceptable behavior patterns. These social 

and fraternal organizations varied in their approach. 

Benevolent societies, fire companies and many of the 

traditional lodges and orders quickly found a place 

in the Reese River society. 

In November, 1863,this development began with 

the organization of the Hebrew Benevolent Society. 

During the next several months and years many other 

organizations formed. In March, 1864, the Free and 

Accepted Masons organized Lander Lodge Number 8 and 

one year later, on April 1, 1865, the Masons established 
Q 

Austin Lodge Number 10. The International Order of 

Odd Fellows appeared in the Reese River area in January, 
9 

1864, when Austin Lodge Niomber 9 convened. Several 

years later a second I.O.O.F. chapter, the Alpha Lodge, 

Number 11 organized; it was disincorporated in the 

1870s. "'•̂  The Independent Order of Good Templars, a 

temperance organization, took root in the Reese River 

Mining District at an early date, April, 1864. A 
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rather unusual group, the Society of Reese River Pioneers, 

12 
organized in October of 1864. Nine years later, in 

June, 1873, the Society was reorganized with better 

13 
results. The Fenian Brotherhood, Austin Circle, 

formed in August, 1865, and for the next several years 

conducted both political and social activities. 

Other, civic-oriented groups also formed during 

this era. The Lander Guard, a local military company, 

formed in October of 1864 to serve as an Indian fighting 

force. Likewise, the Pioneer Hook and Ladder Company, 

Austin's first volunteer fire department, formed at this 

16 
time. Organized in January, 1864, this fire company 

served both a civic and a social function, as did the 

two other fire companies, the Manhattan Fire Company 

and the Eagle Hose Company, which organized in the late 

1860s.-̂ ^ 

Less well known societies also formed in these 

early years. In March, 1864, a Ladies Benevolent Sewing 

18 

Society organized in Jacobsville. Although short

lived, it served a social function for the small number 

of female residents in the Jacobsville area. Another 

rather unusual society, the Merry Bachelors of Austin, 

formed in September, 1865."^^ This society allowed 

eligible types of both genders to meet in a socially-

acceptable forum and, hopefully, to make suitable matches 

for all concerned. 
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Thus, at a very early date in the history of the 

Reese River Mining District the local citizenry could 

join many of the social institutions available to 

their brethren in California and the East. For those 

evenings not filled with lodge meetings and fire drills, 

there were other entertainments for the Reese River 

populace, both "legitimate" and "illegitimate." 

The Reese Riverite of the 1860s could partake of 

numerous forms of entertainment. Theater, of all kinds, 

played in Austin during the boom years of the 1860s and 

the 1870s. Minstrel shows, Shakespearean works, 

operettas, comedy, bell ringers, and magicians played 

Austin. For many years Austin remained a profitable 

stop for the various kinds of touring entertainment in 

21 Nevada. In January, 1864, the residents of the area 

were treated to the talents of the well-known comedic 

lecturer, Artemus Ward, who performed in Austin and Big 

Creek. Over the next decade and a half a myriad of 

performers visited the Reese River Mining District to 

entertain the citizenry, as well as to pocket a tidy 

profit. 

Similar to the theatrical performances were 

lectures of various kinds. Leamed and respected 

visitors, as well as local personages, lectured to 

interested Austinites on a wide assortment of topics. 

In February of 1866 Reverend Edward Kelly, of the local 
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Catholic church, spoke on "The Origin and Perpetuity 

of the Classics," while two years earlier the local 

Methodist minister lectured on "Personal Reminiscences 

23 
of Public Men." Visiting celebrities made the most 

widely attended lectures. In September, 1864 Professor 

Benjamin Silliman, a nationally respected scholar from 

Yale, spoke on the mineral wealth of the Reese River 

24 mines. Another well-known personage, J. Ross Browne, 

the author of several federal reports on precious-metal 

mining in the West, lectured to the Reese Riverites in 

Bradford's Hall in June of 1865.^^ 

Of course, when theatrical troupes or lecturers 

were not available, the Reese Riverites generated 

their own entertainment. Many kinds of galas, balls, 

celebrations, and parades were arranged by the various 

social orders and fraternities to enliven the social life 

of the local residents or to celebrate important local 

events or national holidays. 

As the economy of the Reese River Mining District 

deteriorated and the population declined, professional 

entertainment stopped playing the Austin area, so locally 

generated events became more and more important. The 

annual Fireman's Ball, numerous concerts by the local 

glee club or brass band. Fourth of July, Christmas 

and New Year's celebrations, St. Patrick's Day parades, 

and even a gala to celebrate the opening of the town's 
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newest quartz mill livened up the Reese River social 
26 

scene. 

For those who preferred to participate in their 

entertainment, picnicking, sporting events, contests, 

and tests of skill abounded. Horse racing, athletic 

contests (baseball, boxing, or billiards), and shooting 

matches took place continually during fair weather, 

while sledding down the steep, icy grade in Austin 

occupied the more active souls during the winter. 

Billiard matches became fashionable in the 

Reese River area in early 1865 and several touring 

professionals, as well as proficient local players, 

exhibited their skills. Baseball appeared in the 

Reese River Mining District in 1870, with the formation 

29 
of the district's first squad in March of that year. 

As the years passed baseball developed into a major 

part of the Reese River social scene, and baseball 

games dominated the news. The Austin teams battled 

among themselves, as well as playing other local teams 

from Eureka, Battle Mountain, and interestingly, various 

30 
Indian teams which appeared every year. One local 

team, sponsored by the Austin-Manhattan Mining Company, 

seems to have won an amateur baseball club tournament 

31 
held in Chicago in August of 1909. 

The "Sport of Kings" also had a local following 

in the Reese River region. By June, 1864, a race track 
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for horses existed three miles west of Austin.^^ By 

August the track was in operation and it seemed to be 

33 
doing quite well. Throughout the rest of the century, 

and well into the next, horseracing remained a very 

profitable and popular part of the Reese River social 

life. By 1873 the older circular track had given way 

to a short, straight track located in what had been 

Clifton, and short races for the range-bred quarter 

horses became popular. In 1890 the Reese River Jockey 

Club began holding annual races in conjunction with a 

35 gala ball sponsored by the Club. For many years these 

races, sponsored by a succession of local "jockey clubs," 

were very popular social affairs. 

As in any other town or city, a portion of the 

population preferred entertainment of a different sort. 

In the Reese River area a sizeable number of the 

population enjoyed the social freedoms afforded the 

western miner, and saloons, gambling halls, and bordellos 

prospered in Austin. These places of business arrived 

in the district early in the "Rush" and remained a part 

of society until the early twentieth century. By the 

time the Reese River Reveille published its first editions, 

saloons, gambling halls, and bawdy houses were all well 

established.-^^ Within a few months, in order to be 

closer to their clientele, the "frail fair ones" moved 
38 

out of the bawdy houses and into the local saloons. 
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By 1865 the masses of hard working and hard living 

miners could quite easily find diversions of the "lower" 

sort almost anywhere in Austin. 

At night the brilliantly lighted drinking and 
gambling saloons with open fronts are filled 
with a motley crowd. Women conduct the game 
at several monte tables, shuffling the cards 
and handling the piles of silver coin with 
the unruffled serenity of professional gamblers; 
while men of all classes "fight the tiger" with 
the usual earnestness of that infatuating 
pursuit.39 

Prostitution and gambling remained a part of 

Reese River life throughout the nineteenth century, 

even though there were periodic attempts to limit 

40 
or end both institutions, especially the prostitution. 

However, it was the general belief that the local 

governments would be overstepping their bounds if 

they attempted to legislate morality or infringe on 
41 

any of the rights of the vigorous Reese Riverites. 

Not until 1911 did the state and local governments 

infringe upon the free practice of prostitution in 

Austin. In May of that year the greatly diminished 

red light district moved as a result of a new state 

law forbidding houses of prostitution within eight 

hundred yards of a school.^^ Then, in June, 1912, an 

Austin Town Ordinance forbade "lewd or dissolute 

female persons" from entering local saloons to 

practice prostitution.^^ This damaged an already 

declining endeavor and over the next several decades 
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the "oldest profession" faded away from a lack of 

interest and profitability. 

Oddly enough, gambling fell prey to moral 

legislators when prostitution did not. Although a 

mainstay of Nevada's, and the Reese River's, social 

life, gambling attracted the ire of "reformers," and 

eventually these people forced an anti-gambling law 

through the Nevada legislature. Thus, in 1910 the 

licensing of gambling halls ended, and the "last roll of 

44 the wheel" was made in Austin on September 30, 1910. 

The importance of gambling to the Reese Riverites and 

the dissatisfaction of the locals with the new law were 

clearly expressed by the Reveille which gave the event 

front page coverage with a headline proclaiming "Last Roll 

of Wheel Made in Austin." The Reveille reported: 

Gambling in Austin is a thing of the past. 
That is as far as licensed gambling is concerned. 
Of course, it is only reasonable to believe that 
some of the boys will congregate in some secluded 
nook, and on occasions indulge in the pleasures 
and excitement of the great American game. 

At the Palace saloon, at 11:50 p.m., Friday, 
September 30, the last roll of the wheel was had 
in Austin under the licensed gaming act. On the 
layout were two bets, one of twenty-five cents 
on number 33 and one of fifty cents on 34. The 
little white ball spun around the whale bone 
track and dropped in number 25. Croupier Cooper 
gathered in the scheckles and cried all over. 
There was considerable play the last few hours, 
all eager to make a winning. 

The saloons look deserted now, where formerly 
was found a good natured gathering of solo or 
cribbage players around each table, the chairs 
are now vacant. Most people built on liberal 
lines denounce this part of the law as unjust.^^ 
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Like all westem mining camps, the Reese River 

towns witnessed a certain amount of crime, ranging from 

murder to petty theft. Overall, though, the Reese 

River district did not suffer from the wanton and 

lawless activities which characterized the Mother Lode 

in California, and the Comstock, Pioche and other 

areas in Nevada. For various reasons the Reese River 

populace remained relatively law-abiding. The early 

formation of county and city governments, especially 

city and county police forces, and the rapid growth 

of social, fraternal and religious institutions no 

doubt played an important role in containing crime and 

violence. Unlike many mining camps, those in the 

Reese River either possessed, or quickly developed, 

so many of the traditional civil and social institutions 

that moral codes and legal systems did not have to be 

rebuilt after a long period of chaos and lawlessness. 

The Reese River area certainly had its share of chaos, 

but compared to its predecessors and contemporaries, 

it was not a lawless and ungovemed region. However, 

some criminal activity did occur. Much more illicit 

activity occurred in the early years of the district's 

life when the population was much larger and less stable. 

As the Reese River Mining District aged, and the population 

decreased, crime declined drastically and by the end of 

the century was almost nonexistent. 
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During Austin's first wild years shootings, 

stabbings, and other types of assaults occurred regularly, 

though few were fatal. Most disputes involved politics 

(during and just after the Civil War), drunkeness, 

gambling, or the ladies of the red light district.^^ 

The peak of lawlessness came between the summer of 1863 

and the summer of 1865, when the scene began to calm 

somewhat. During that two-year period the Reveille 

reported at least twelve fatalities resulting from 

shootings, stabbings, and suicide. However, as time 

passed the daily crime reports became more and more 

mundane. Thievery, drunkeness, disturbing the peace, 

or disorderly conduct soon became the most common types 
48 

of crime. One rather lengthy crime report in the 

Reveille summarizes Austin's typical crime activity; 

There have been 33 arrests made by the 
Marshal and Police since the establishment 
of our City Government, on the 21st day 
of April last till June 30th, 1864 on 
the following charges; malicious mischief, 
4; assault and battery, 3; disturbing the 
peace, 2; drunk and disorderly, 9; fighting 
in the streets, 8; dead drunk, 5; petit 
larceny, 1; shooting pistol in city, 1. The 
Recorder has paid into the City Treasury 
$165, the amount of fines collected in the 
above cases, which shows a very fair business, 
and ere long the Recorder's Court will rank as 
one of the institutions of our young and 
growing city.49 

Although an occasional serious crime problem 

developed in the late 1860s and early 1870s, by the end 

of the latter decade the most prevalent crimes being 
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reported were vandalism of empty dwellings and 

businesses by the town's juvenile delinquents and 

an occasional row or brawl in a local tavern or in 

Chinatown. Even an outbreak of highway and stage 

robberies by road agents in 1870 did not alter the 

generally peaceable nature of the district.^ Thus, 

as the century progressed the initial reputation of 

Austin as a raw and primitive mining camp quickly 

evolved into an image of a small, stable, peaceful 

city. 

Throughout the decades of chaos, turmoil, mining 

development and decline, then finally small town routine, 

one constant remained for the denizens of the district--

the Reese River Reveille. This little newspaper, first 

published during the rush in 1863, was the voice of 

central Nevada for well over a half a century. As the 

"Rush to Reese River" accelerated and the Reese River 

excitement spread across the country, the Reveille 

became a widely-circulated publication. Within a matter 

of months the paper was regularly available in westem 

Nevada, the major cities of Calif omia and in the eastem 

United States. The major nationally circulated mining 

weeklies, the Mining and Scientific Press and the 

Engineering and Mining Joumal, regularly quoted the 

Reveille when discussing affairs in the Reese River 

Mining District. 
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The Reese River Reveille first appeared on May 

16, 1863, as a six column, four page paper published 

weekly on ll%-by-15%-inch sheets.^^ Initially sponsored 

by the Austin Town Company, the paper prospered and 

quickly expanded into a bi-weekly in June and into a 

tri-weekly by November, 1863.^^ Due to ill health the 

Reveille's first owner, a staunch Unionist named W. C. 

Phillips, leased the little paper to his assistant, 

0. L. C. Fairchild and 0. L. C.'s brother, J. D. 

Fairchild, in October, 1863. 

The Fairchilds engaged Adair Wilson as editor 

and Myron Angel as an assistant editor. In February, 

1864,Angel became the editor, a position he held until 

January, 1868. In May, 1864, the steadily declining Mr. 

Phillips sold the Reveille to the Fairchilds. On May 

21, 1864, the Reveille became a daily paper. In October, 

1868,J. D. Fairchild sold his interest in the paper to 

his brother 0. L. C. In August, 1871,the Reveille was 

sold to Andrew Casamayou and John H. Dennis. Dennis 

sold his interest to John Booth in September, 1873,and 

Casamayou became the editor. Casamayou died in December, 

1875, and Booth purchased the entire operation. Booth 

A ' . ^^ 

then hired Fred H. Hart as his editor. 

In January, 1889, John Booth's widow sold the 

Reveille to G. A. Carpenter, and in January, 1890,she 

took it back. Six months later, in June, Mrs. Booth 
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sold the Reveille to the Lander Publishing Company, and 

this company made G. W. Rutherford the new editor. One 

month later, in July, two local men, Messrs. Hinchliffe 

and Dennis bought the paper. Due to the declining 

economy in the Reese River Mining District the Reveille 

became a weekly, in November, 1890. Simultaneously, 

Alfred H. Phillips became the paper's new editor and 

business manager. Three years later, W. D. Jones, the 

editor of a competing journal, the People's Advocate, 

(published in Austin from 1890 to January, 1893) 

purchased the Reese River Reveille and began publishing 

it as a bi-weekly. Jones sold the Reveille to a local 

partnership, Dalton and Clifford, in 1899 or 1900 and 

they in turn sold to Lester W. Haworth in June, 1908. 

In July Haworth reduced the Reveille to a weekly. 

Haworth died in May, 1917, and his widow carried on with 

J. R. Hunter as editor. During late 1926 the Reese River 

Reveille and a Battle Mountain paper merged. In January, 

1927, the Reese River Reveille and Nevada Progressive, 

Combined hit the newsstands. This venture lasted only a 

few years, and in 1933 a local citizen, William M. 

Thatcher, purchased the Reveille and published it until 

1949.^^ 

Perhaps the most entertaining interlude in the 

history of the Reveille came during the editorship of 

Fred Hart (1873-1878). Hart, realizing that Austin had 
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become a relatively dull and newsless burg, created the 

imaginary Sazarac Lying Club, named for the local 

Sazarac Saloon. Whenever Hart needed to fill space or 

needed a local story he reported on the activities of 

the "Sazarac Lying Club," in a humorous, almost Twainian 

style. Eventually other papers around the coiintry, 

particularly in California, began to pick up Hart's 

stories. Finally, in 1878 a San Francisco publisher 

asked Hart to compile his Sazarac stories into book form. 

Hart did, and the book went through two editions in 1878 

alone. When Hart left Austin in early 1878 the Sazarac 

Lying Club held its last meeting and quickly became a 

memory in the minds of the Reveille's readers. 

Throughout its tenure as the voice of the Reese 

River, indeed of central Nevada, the Reese River Reveille 

publicized the virtues of the area while at the same time 

it informed its readers, both local and far removed, of 

the day-to-day events in the district. Like most westem 

newspapers of the day, the Reveille was an enthusiastic 

booster of the area. Indeed, the paper was originally 

financed by the Austin Townsite Company and its sole 

function was to promote Austin over Clifton and 

Jacobsville. However, the series of owners and editors 

of the paper felt that the Reveille should do more 

than just promote Austin. The paper served the district 

best by acting as a clearinghouse for local and regional 
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information, especially mining information. Because the 

Reveille made a conscious effort to report accurately 

on all stories it soon developed a sound reputation 

throughout the nation's mining circles. By regularly 

reading the Reveille an investor or mine owner in New 

York could acquire a relatively accurate knowledge of 

what was going on with his property and in the region 

in general. Thus the Reveille became a trusted and 

credible journal, a fact which added credibility to the 

entire area. 

Besides serving as a clearinghouse for local 

mining news, the Reveille also served a valuable social 

function. Since Austin was on the Overland Telegraph, 

the Reveille received world and national news on a next 

day basis. As a result, Reese Riverites were remarkably 

well informed about the news of the day, and their 

isolation was not so total as it might have been 

otherwise. Also, the Reveille provided all sorts of 

public service functions, by printing announcements 

for theatrical productions, lectures, sporting events, 

political rallies, fire company meetings, and balls and 

a host of other activities. In time, the Reveille became 

almost indispensible for the Reese Riverites, a part 

of their daily lives that they would pay almost any 

price for. And, for those interested in central Nevada 

the paper is still available, still reporting events in 
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a greatly diminished portion of the state, but a portion 

of the state which still survives to this day. 

The society created by the Reese Riverites filled 

the needs of an evolving frontier mining community quite 

nicely. The needs and interests of the entire society 

were met by a variety of institutions. As the chaos of 

the "rush" gave way to a more ordered society, Austin's 

social and cultural appearance and attitudes came to 

resemble any other small industrial city in the eastem 

part of the co\antry. Perhaps the only aberration in this 

setting is the existence of legalized gambling and 

prostitution well into the twentieth century. Of course, 

these institutions also existed in other westem cities, 

but they were not usually legal and not so readily 

accepted by the general populace. In this realm Austin 

differs from its eastem cousins, but in most aspects 

of day-to-day living Austinites could look forward to a 

life quite similar to that found in any small industrial 

or company town anywhere in the country. 
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CHAPTER X 

CONCLUSION 

In 1980 an election held in Lander County, Nevada 

moved the county seat from Austin to Battle Mountain. For 

over 115 years Austin had retained its rank of county 

seat against numerous challenges. County seat status was 

significant to Austin, for even as a village of three or 

four hundred it remained the administrative center of a 

large geographical area. A certain number of county 

employees had to live in Austin, and county activities, 

such as criminal and civil trials or the civil functions 

of tax collection and tax disbursal all brought a certain 

amount of money and stability to the old Reese River 

district. 

The silver, and silver mines, are gone now, as are 

the outside forces which played such a vital role in 

Austin's past. Money, which once found its way into 

the Reese River district in the form of investments 

in silver mines, now goes into more modem commodities 

such as oil, heavy industry or, locally, into gambling 

casinos or ski resorts. Austin will survive only as 

a small regional trade center, a position it developed 

during better days. However, the history of the Reese 
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River Mining District and its rowdy mining camps will 

live on. 

The Reese River district will serve as an 

example of the precious-metals mining industry in the 

American West. The economic evolution in the Reese 

River region coincides with that found in other mining 

districts. A rush to the area followed the initial 

discovery, and, more importantly, the initial assay. 

The rush, lasting only a year to eighteen months, swept 

thousands of people into central Nevada who otherwise 

would not have gone to the area. During the rush, the 

greatest amount of activity centered around prospecting 

and townbuilding. Prospectors and merchants alike 

rushed in to lay out their "claim." Soon, prospecting 

yielded to underground mining, as proven ore bodies 

attracted developmental capital, while worthless or 

marginal claims languished. 

The real story of the Reese River Mining District 

lies in the development of the silver resources after the 

rush was over. Once those mining ventures worth of 

pursuing could be discerned, large scale investment and 

development took place. Capital, first Pacific Slope, 

then eastern United States and foreign, came to the 

Reese River district. Corporations formed around the 

few productive mines, and a milling industry quickly 

developed to process the mounting silver ore. As time 
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passed, consolidation in the local mining industry 

led to the domination of the district by one firm, 

the Manhattan Mining Company. The Manhattan Company, 

working numerous mines and shafts, controlled mining 

in and around Austin for almost two decades. All 

competitors were absorbed by the company and Austin 

developed into a "single industry" or "company town" 

early in its history. 

As the Manhattan Company grew to dominate mining 

in central Nevada, it fostered an economic and social 

system throughout the region. An economic infrastructure 

developed to serve the mining industry, a system which 

ultimately made Austin the leading trade and transportation 

center in central Nevada. The mining and milling industry 

drew settlers to the region as employees, or as merchants 

who sold goods and services to the local workers. A 

transporation network evolved, linking Austin with other 

mining camps and with the outside world. Agriculture, 

both ranching and farming, grew as a market for foodstuffs 

had appeared in the region almost overnight. The urban 

growth of Austin also accelerated as a result of the 

mining and milling industry. A substantial city, with 

brick and stone commercial structures, many fine 

residences, and city services such as water, sewer, fire, 

and police protection, developed in the central Nevada 

desert. This infrastructure, made possible by the 
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mining industry, remained in place long after the silver 

ore of Lander Hill had been exhausted. 

When mining finally ended in the Reese River 

area, life went on. Although the prosperity of the 

district had been based on silver mining and milling, 

that industry survived long enough for other economic 

resources to develop. Austin survived, albeit under 

much reduced circumstances, without mining. 

In this sense, Austin represents a minority of 

its sister mining camps in the West. The great majority 

of the mining towns or camps built in the west disappeared 

after only a few years of life. Most of them did not 

possess large enough ore bodies to sustain large scale 

or long term mining. Some camps which did see large-

scale mining, such as Aurora, either did not exist long 

enough to develop alternate economic resources, or the 

populace was not shrewd enough to pursue economic 

diversification until it was too late. 

Austin's fortuitous location in the center of a 

much larger mining area allowed it to become an important 

city early in its life. Austin's shrewd and tenacious 

citizens turned that early advantage into a durable and 

diverse economic system which far outlasted the mining 

industry which brought it to life. While most mining 

camps lived short hectic lives, Austin matured from its 

early uproarious years into a long-lived westem town. 
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Thus, the Reese River district embodies characteristics 

common with most westem mining areas, yet it also 

represents a minority of the mining camps in the west 

because of its longevity and diversified economy. 

The once unruly and unsettled society of the Reese 

River, likewise, evolved into a typical small town social 

system. The large, cosmopolitan population, and the free

wheeling prospectors which characterized the early day 

Reese River society, have been long since replaced by a 

smaller, more homogenous group of farmers, merchants, and 

civil servants. Churches, schools, and an occasional bar 

and grill with a slot machine in the comer have replaced 

the hurdy-gurdies, bawdy houses, saloons, and gambling 

houses of old. Only the decaying commercial buildings 

on Main Street, the mine dumps on Lander Hill, and the 

elaborate churches and Victorian era houses interspersed 

throughout the town remain in what was once called the 

"Queen City of the Toiyabes." An even sadder note is 

that the traveler today, speeding across Nevada, will 

pass through Austin and briefly wonder about the town, 

but never know of the excitement, activity and life 

which once overflowed Pony Canyon. 
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r.nTnpn.ĉ ition and Characteristics ^f Population 
by States: Washington; Govemment Printing 
Office, 1922. 

U.S. Department of Interior. Census Office. 
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