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A PRELIMINARY REPORT ON THE ANALYSIS OF
INCISED STONES FROM SOUTHERN NEVADA
By James D. Santini

Editor’s Note: Figures 1, 4, 5 and 18 are by Roy
Purcell, Director and Curator of the Southern
Nevada Museum, Henderson, Nevada. All others are
traced from the artist’s etchings for printing. Trac-
ings show stones in reverse due to the etching
process. [ Note front cover, top, and fig. 17.]

J. Myles

ARERS OF CONCENTRRTED
INCISED STONE FINDS
iN SOUTHERN NEVADA

INTRODUCTION

Very little has been written about the cultural signi-
ficance of ‘‘incised stones”. This paper represents a pre-
liminary examination of this intriguing void by proposing a
method of analysis by design elements. The research is based
upon the Santini! (564 incised stones) and Dixon? (203
incised stones) collections from the southern Great Basin.

In a later report it is planned to analyze this data by a
table of design clements, frequency of occurrence by area and
altitude, and the association of incised stones with specific
types of archaeological sites.

The limited availability of research materials reflects the
absence of scientific or amateur studies of “‘incised stones™.
An examination of the diversity of descriptions utilized to
designate the incised type of stones demonstrates the absence
of any general correlation of this subject. For example,
“incised pebbles” {Arctic Anthropology 1968); “moveable
pictographs” (Fowler 1966); “scratched pebbles and engraved

pebbles” (Ross 1965); “‘scratched stones” {(Heard Museum
Display); “scratched rock” (Pepper 1969), “incised slate”
(Harrington 1957); “engraved slate” (Wheeler 1942); or “‘stone
tablets™ (Lanning 1963); “etched stone” (Lehman 1973); then
“petroglyph slabs” (McKee-Thomas 1972); and “incised
stones’” (Schuster 1966; Tuohy 1964).

In time, the professional. archaeologist may settle upon a
uniform description or consistent classification of the different
types of incised artifacts. This commentary can do nothing to
reconcile the diversity of general description, but will be
concerned with a preliminary analysis of consistent and
recurring design elements and their frequency in the southern
Nevada region of the Great Basin.

DISTRIBUTION, SIZE AND
ARCHAEOLOGICAL ASSOCIATION

The incised stone or pebble has been found throughout
the world (Schuster 1966), and includes a wide dispersion in
the North American hemisphere from the Kodiak Islands in
Alaska (Clark 1964), to the Rio Grande (Ross 1965), to New
Brunswick, Canada (Fowler 1966).

A review of the available reference materials suggests that
no other geographical area has the concentration of incised
stones that have been found in the southern Nevada area of
the Great Basin. The Santini collection alone contains over
500 whole and broken incised stones found on surface sites
throughout southern Nevada. Southern Nevada recorded distri-
butions include the Flaherty Rock Shelter, southeast slopes of
the Las Vegas Range (UNLV); Moapa Valley (Perkins 1967;
Santini Collection); Sandy Valley (Lost City Museum Display);
Sheep Mountain Range (Perkins 1967; Santini Collection);
Spring Mountains (Santini Collection; Dixon Collection):






The tentative relations and associations with surface
archaeological materials contained in this evaluation shall
certainly have to. be subordinated at a later date to controlled
deductjons. resulting from the in situ excavation of incised
stones. The absence of, any precise correlation between the
incised stones and the surface artifacts gualifies the tentative
judgements contained in this discussion.

On the basis of approximately seven years’ examination
of incised stone on surface archaeological sites in southern
Nevada, some common artifact characteristics can be associa-
ted with their occurrence.

Generally there are a number of jasper, chert, or obsidian
chips on the surface of the sites. In the Spring Mountain sites
usually these chips are small in size and number. The scarcity
of chippings in the Spring Mountain sites suggests the locations
were temporary summer/fall gathering camps. The flora of the
Spring Mountain Range sites include mountain mahogany,
sagebrush, pinyon pine, juniper, various yuccas, and agave.
Surface chipping sites in the Spring Mountain Range have little
or no indication of time, so no factors are available such as
weathering or desert varnish to aid in establishing a date for
the incised stones in this area.

The predominant shard evidence in each site consists of
the Paiute brown-black earthen ware and at several sites
corrugated shards have been found in sufficient number and
with sufficient consistency in the various sites (almost exclu-
sively in the Spring Mountain Range) to permit a tentative
conclusion that the maker of the brown-black utility ware and
the incised stones are one and the same. The critical question
remaining is, who was the maker of these shards — Paiute
groups, or other peoples dating from the same time span (A.D.
600 to Historic Period)?

Perkins (personal communication) relates that the con-
temporary Paiutes with whom he has discussed the incised
stones have no knowledge of their origin or purpose. It is
possible that the cultural patterns associated with incised stone
making have long since been replaced by the new ways
introduced since the 1800’ (R. Brooks personal commu-
nication).

A preliminary deduction from the context of the Spring
Mountain Range sites (only) suggests that the incised stones of
southern Nevada may have been a product of a pottery making
and using people, probably occupying the area in the general
time frame of A.D. 600 to the 1800’. It should be noted at
this point that archaeologists evaluating the time frame of
incised stones from central Nevada have estimated that those
stones dated from A.D. 400 (McKee-Thomas 1972).

Classification of the whole and broken projectile points
found in surface relationships with the incised stones may aid
in the resolution of the inquiry about the age of the southern
Nevada incised stones. The Spring Mountain Range sites
appear to offer the most favorable context for surface artifact
correlation, because the surface finds suggest an occupation of
limited time depth. The most prevalent point types found in
the incised stone sites are those points classified in the Great
Basin as the Desert Side-Notched (Lanning 1963). The incised
stones have significantly outnumbered the projectile points in
these mountain areas (contrary to the ratio of points to incised
stones in the Las Vegas, Pahrump and Moapa Valleys). Brooks
has suggested that this may be the result of prior collecting,
but four of the Spring Mountain sites did not appear to have
been collected before (personal communication).

The date generally assigned the Desert Side-Notched
point type is A.D. 1100 to the historic period, and this general

description and time origin is consistent with the foregoing
deduction concerning the pottery shards.

Other point types have been found at .incised stone
locales, particularly in the Pahrump Valley. However, most of
the Pahrump, Las Vegas and Moapa Valley sites encompass
surface evidence suggesting a wide scope of occupation
habitats. The overlapping, intrusive and successive occupations
by prehistoric peoples preclude any decisive correlation with
the incised stones found there.

Eight of the sites suggesting only one horizon or aspect
of occupation produced evidence of a gathering mode of
survival. Whole and broken manos and several remnants of
broken metates have been noted or recovered from the Spring
Mountain sites, permitting the cautious deduction that the
incised stonemakers were probably a hunting and gathering
culture. The pinyon trees are present in sufficient number to
mark the incised stone sites as gathering areas. The presence of
grinding implements together with the other surface recoveries
compel the conclusion that the incised stones were associated
with plant food gathering.

DESIGN ANALYSIS

One of the most intriguing questions concerning the
southern Nevada incised stones is what, if anything, do the
designs on the incised stones mean? Some preliminary inter-
pretations have been advanced. R.F. Perkins has offered this
evaluation: ‘““Variations in design are numerous. On some, one
has a strong impression that the design is anthropomorphic
(1967).” Melvin C. Aikens noted a similarity between anthro-
pomorphic Fremont culture pictographs and painted stone
tablets taken from Promontory Cave No. 1 (1966). Schuster,
in his well-researched comparison of the incised stones
throughout the world, concludes that southern Nevada incised
stones suggest an anthropomorphic or human figure (1966). A
recent authoritative examination of “petroglyph slabs™ in
central Nevada concluded that the stones suggested “some sort
of good luck sign (McKee-Thomas 1972).” An amateur, Mr. W.
Coxon, has concluded that the incised stones he examined are
actually portable maps of trails (1964).

Generally, the southern Nevada incised stones would not
readily lend themselves to a “portable road map” interpre-
tation. Certain petroglyphs of the Great Basin have been
diagnosed as primitive trail, camp, or spring markers.> There
does not appear to be any direct correlation between these
design elements and those found on the southern Nevada
incised stones. It would not seem appropriate to classify the
southern Nevada incised stones as “petroglyph slabs” (McKee-
Thomas 1972). There is little or no correlation between the
design elements found on the incised stones and the various
design features found in the Great Basin petroglyphs (Heizer
and Baumhoff 1962). The design ingredients contained in the
southern Nevada incised stones do not generally correspond
with the designs found on the McKee-Thomas (1972) incised
stones from central Nevada. The southern Nevada incised
stones are more elaborate in design and detail, and it would
appear that this expanded expression may have involved
something more than just a good luck sign.

Initially, a review of the applicable research sources is
convincing evidence that the southern Nevada incised stones
must be examined within this geographical context as an
isolated cultural trait. There are no clear correlations between
the southern Nevada incised stones and incised stones found in
any other geographical locale. As Tuohy concluded, “It
therefore appears that the tablets may be considered another
trait having an ancestral hearth in the Southwestern Basin
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A BRIEF SUMMARY OF ROCK ART SITES
IN LINCOLN COUNTY, NEVADA
By Barbara S. Matthews

Editor’s Note: This is a brief report of rock art sites
recorded in eastern Lincoln County by the author,
who is N.A.A. Secretary-Treasurer, and her family.

I should state at the outset that I am only a layman
interested in recording and preserving Indian rock art sites. My
husband, Ron, and I became interested in this subject a couple
of years ago; we have thus far visited and photographed 22
sites in Lincoln County. Presently, we know of 7 more definite
sites, as well as several other possible sites for future
investigation.

Of the sites investigated, 4 are specifically mentioned in
publications, 10 are mentioned as to general area only, and 8
are not mentioned in any publications I know of. Most are
known to some other county residents, although we think we
have found a couple unknown to any other local people.

All of the 22 sites are within the Colorado Basin, in
Meadow Valley Wash, White River Valley and their tributaries,
where most of our investigation has been made.

As to type, 8 sites are petroglyph sites, 3 are pictograph
sites (including one polychrome site), and one has both red
pictographs and weathered petroglyphs side by side on the
same rock surface. This is at Reed Cabin Summit Rockshelter,
near the Utah line, the only site we know in the county that is
not in or very near a canyon. It is on a mountain pass. The
writings (Fig. 1) are on the walls of the shelter itself. In the
rocks above the shelter are some grinding holes with deep
grooves worn around them.

The polychrome pictograph site is near Rose Valley and
consists mostly of geometric designs in red, black, green and
white, located in a partly sheltered arch-shaped overhang. One
interesting design (Fig. 2) has short lines and parallel zigzags.
With a little imagination, you can see it as a raincloud or a
centipede. Nearby in a dry side canyon, is an extensive
petroglyph site.

There are 11 sites with mountain sheep, all but 2 located
in steep-walled canyons. The styles range from stylized (what 1
call ‘banana-shaped’) animals (Fig. 3) to some more na-
turalistic representations (Fig. 4). We have found deer at only
2 sites, most of which are very well done and easily
recognizable as Mule Deer (Fig. 7).

Perhaps the most interesting finds were 2 sites with
mounted horsemen. There is a single figure at Rose Valley
(Fig. 5), very similar in style to the Cane Springs site in Clark
County (C1-4). There were three horsemen in Rainbow Canyon
below Caliente (Fig. 6). The latter site was mentioned to me
by Emery Conaway, owner of the ranch upon which the site is
located. I shall explain why 1 say there “were” three
horsemen.

When I visited the site in February of 1972, 1 discovered
three horsemen: one was on a rock dislodged from the cliff
face (I suspect, but can’t prove, sonic booms); the other two
were on the cliff face. There were also several sheep and one
deer on the cliff face. I asked Mr. Conaway, on behalf of the
Lincoln County Historical Society, if he would be willing to
see the one loose rock placed in the County Museum for
safe-keeping and display. He gave his very kind and enthu-
siastic permission. In mid-March, Mrs. Conaway and I went to
the site to size up the problem facing us in moving the rock.

To our horror and dismay, we found that the site had
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been visited by vandals. Pieces of rock were missing from the
cliff face (the rock with the single horse and one sheep was
missing); the rock with the two horsemen had been dislodged
from the cliff. A pile of ashes indicated that a fire had been
kindled at the site, and there were some chalk marks on the
rocks. All this on private property!

After this, the Conaways were more anxious to have the
remaining rock put in the Museum, so Ron and I, with two
other Historical Society members, returned a few days later.
Muddy fields precluded our driving very close (I won’t
mention how long it took to get our four-wheeled drive pickup
out of the mud the week before!), so we used a deer carrier to
bring out the rock, as well as a small rock with a carving of
deer antlers on it which had also become dislodged. Both rocks
are now on display in the County Museum in Pioche,

Another interesting design found in our area is the
Kachina. We have recorded it at 5 sites, including a pictograph
site in Condor Canyon near Panaca. A very distinct Kachina
petroglyph (Fig. 8) is near Condor Canyon and another (Fig.
9) is at Rose Valley. Our daughter, who is quite sharp-eyed at
finding petroglyphs, found this and calls it the “egg-timer”.

In conclusion, the following is a summary of the
geographical distribution of the 22 sites recorded thus far
(roughly north to south):

Reed Cabin Summit (NE of Pioche) — 1 site (described above)

Rose Valley (E of Pioche) — 2 sites (described above)

Condor Canyon (near Panaca) — 2 canyon sites, 3 others
nearby

White River Narrows (N of Hiko) — 2 sites

Irish Mountain (W of Hiko) — 2 sites

Rainbow Canyon (S of Caliente) — 8 sites

Pine Canyon (SE of Caliente) — 1 site

Maynard Lake (S of Alamo) — 1 site near Kane Spring Wash

BIBLIOGRAPHY AND AUTHOR’S NOTES

Lincoln County Rock Art Sites are mentioned in the
following published references:

Heizer, R. and M. Baumhoff

1962 Prehistoric Rock Art of Nevada and Eastern California.
University of California Press, Berkeley and Los
Angeles. Specifically mentions and depicts the following
sites: Condor Canyon (their No. Li-1); Etna Canyon
(their No. Li-3); Elgin (their No. Li-6).

Hulse, J.

1965 The Nevada Adventure. University of Nevada Press,
Reno. Mentions Condor Canyon specifically and
Meadow Valley Wash south of Caliente generally.
(Figures 3, 4, and 6)

Lincoln County Record, January 6th, 1972. Picture of
White River Narrows.

Mordy, B. and D. McCaughy

1968 Nevada Historical Sites. Report to the Nevada Park
Commission. Limited distribution. Mentions the
following sites: Condor Canyon, Etna Canyon, Pine
Canyon, White River Narrows.

Panaca Dentennial Committee:
A Century in Meadow Valley. 1964 Depicts Condor
Canyon.
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IN THE PATH OF ELECTRICAL ENERGY . ..

A Preliminary Report of Archaeological Salvage
Work Along Sierra Pacific Power Company’s Power
Corridors in Central Nevada.

By Donald R. Tuohy

Three years ago, Sierra Pacific Power Company an-
nounced plans to construct an electric transmission line across
central Nevada that would link power sources in Utah with
those in Nevada and California. This facility, a 230 kilovolt
line, would, in essence, close the hole in the “power
doughnut,” an existing network of electrical power transmis-
sion facilities that completely encircle central Nevada. It
would bring electrical power to such Nevada communities as
Austin and Eureka, communities with minimal, locally genera-
ted, electrical power sources. It would also provide an intertie
to supply electrical energy to urban western Nevada users
during seasonal or peak periods of demand.

Sierra Pacific Power Conipany made a concerted effort to
comply with existing federal regulations that protect the
public domain. Since much of the construction would take
place on public land, environmental protection stipulations
were agreed upon by company representatives, contractors,
and federal land management personnel. Among these stipula-
tions, was one which would allow for the preservation or
salvage of archaeological values in the path of construction.
Accordingly, a contract between Sierra Pacific Power Com-
pany and Nevada State Museum officials was signed. Sierra
Pacific agreed to provide financial support for the archaeo-
logical survey of the 230 KV line, and later, for a similar
project on a 120 KV line from Ft. Churchill Station, near
Yerington, to Miller’s Station, near Tonopah.

The archaeological survey of the 230 KV line followed a
right-of-way which parallels the old Lincoln Highway, now
U.S. 50. Originally called the Egan Trail, after a military
officer who made a record breaking ten-day round trip from
Salt Lake City to Sacramento in 1855, this trail later became
the principal route used by Pony Express riders and Overland
Stage drivers across central Nevada. Steeped in the history of
thundering hoofbeats and a thousand curses, the route truly
has its ups and downs. It crosses no less than seventeen basins
and flats, and thirteen ranges of the central Nevada Basin and
Range Physiographic Province.

These basins and ranges were the homeland of Shoshone
and Northern Paiute Indians prior to the coming of white
settlers and ranchers. The Shoshone held all territory east of
the Desatoya Mountains, presently the boundary between
Churchill and Lander County, while the Northern Paiute held
everything west of that range that the power corridor crosses.
These Native Americans possessed an intimate knowledge of
their environment, and their hunting and gathering subsistence
activities, conducted seasonally at different localities, are well
known (Steward: 1938), and need not be repeated here.

In some respects, particularly with reference to the
archaeological potential, the route chosen for the 230 KV
right-of-way was an ideal one for an archaeological transect.
Very little is known about ancestral or antecedent cultures of
the historically known Indians of central Nevada, although
some progress has been made in this direction in recent years
(Clewlow and Pastron 1972; Thomas 1972). Then too, data
from the central Nevada transect can be used in making
comparisons between land use and settlement patterns there
and elsewhere in the western Great Basin.
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The archaeological survey, carried out during the summer
months of 1971, did provide data useful in the identification
of a variety of so-called Desert Archaic culture manifestations.
It also provided data on the distribution of painted, textured,
and plain brown ware ceramics, thus allowing more precise
boundaries to. be drawn between western Nevada’s non-
ceramic culture sphere, central Nevada’s Shoshone Ware
pottery area, and an area on the periphery of the Southwest in
eastern Nevada. The survey also yielded data on aboriginal
utilization of a wide variety of environmental niches and biotic
communities that lay athwart the powerline corridor.

The right-of-way for the 230KV line, approximately
three-hundred miles in length, passed through at least four of
the eight principal types of vegetative cover known in Nevada,
and the exposition of the relationship between the recorded
archaeological sites and vegetative cover types will be a useful
contribution to environmental archaeology. Equally as impor-
tant, once the preparation of the final report is completed, will
be the identification of materials utilized in the making of
stone tools, and the plotting of their distributions with
reference to known sources. The analysis of stoneworking
techniques and artifact types, in progress, should also help
clarify some uncertainties about the presumed and suspected
cultural and chronological relationships between the Lahontan
Basin of western Nevada, and the numerous closed basins of
central and eastern Nevada.

Most of the actual field survey was conducted by Amy J.
Dansie, former Research Assistant, The Nevada State Museum,
and her brother, William Dansie. The total number of
archaeological sites they recorded on the 230 KV line was
sixty-seven. Also recorded were isolated finds, single artifacts
reflecting brief moments in the lives of aborigines, miners,
trappers, and herdsmen alike. Fifteen of the total of sixty-
seven sites were recorded off or near the right-of-way. White
Pine County was the most productive with thirty-five sites and
2,000 artifacts recorded; Lander County was next with twelve
sites and 395 artifacts; Churchill County yielded eleven sites
and 93 artifacts; Eureka County had eight sites and 510
artifacts; and Lyon County contained only one site which
yielded nineteen artifacts.

The types of sites recorded include occupation sites,
camp sites near springs and rivers, rockshelters, quarry and
workshop sites, chipping stations, and historic sites. Chipping
stations, marked by small quantities of waste flakes and stone
tools, were, by far, the most numerous type of site discovered,
and they seemed to have an affinity with Pinyon Pine and
Juniper cover, where concealment during the hunt was readily
available. Occupation and camp sites, yielding somewhat more
permanent types of tools and utensils, such as milling stones
and pottery, were frequently found near relatively well-
watered areas. Quarry and workshop sites and rockshelters
were fewer in total number, and were related to the nature of
rock outcroppings found on or near the right-of-way. Three
historic sites, Peterson’s Mill, Jacobstown, and Aspen Ranch
were visited, and small surface collections were made at each.

In general, preliminary analysis of the archaeological data
precludes definitive statements or facile generalizations about
human occupation of central and eastern Nevada. Neverthe-
less, certain broad observations may be made at this time.
Few, if any, of the archaeological materials may be classified
as Early Man manifestations, although generally recognized
early projectile point types, such as those of the Great Plains
Llano culture, have been found elsewhere in central Nevada
(Tadlock 1966: 662-675). Better representation is found
among projectile points of the so-called Plano culture, or the












Great Basin equivalent, generally thought to be younger than
7,000 to 6,500 B.C. While we do not wish to imply exact
duplication of these Great Plains based Early Man cultures in
the Great Basin, the notable similarity in projectile point
forms suggests typological equivalency and a shared cultural
cognition that is hard to refute. Sites referable to other early
prehistoric periods that probably equate temporally with the
Altithermal climatic period of ca. 5,000 to 2,500 B.C. were
somewhat better represented in the powerline transect. Mate-
rials referable to the enigmatic Pinto phase (Susia 1964:
30-31) of Nevada prehistory are scarce, but present, in the
collections. The bulk of the surface materials, however, appear
to be equated temporally with cultures extant during Medi-
thermal times of ca. 2,500 B.C. to A.D. 1200. All dates
suggested herein, of course, are guess dates ascribed to the
surface collections, and rely heavily upon the cross-dating of
such projectile point series as Elko, Eastgate, Rose Spring, and
Humboldt found elsewhere in the western Great Basin. The
last periods, the protohistoric and historic periods of ca. A.D.
1200 to ca. A.D. 1900, as one might expect, are well
represented in the collections. Plain brown ware pottery made
in the Shoshonean tradition and projectile points of the Desert
side-notch and Triangular series are hallmarks of these later
cultures,

In conclusion, a comparison may be made between the
survey results on the 230 KV line and the 120 KV right-of-way
between Fort Churchill Station, near Yerington, and Miller’s
Station, near Tonopah, a distance of about one hundred miles.
The 120 KV route parallels U.S. 95 between Yerington and
Tonopah, and it crosses six basins and two mountain ranges
including the following: Mason Valley, the Walker Lake Basin,
Soda Spring Valley, Rhodes Salt Marsh, Gilbert Dry Lake, the
lower end of Big Smoky Valley, the Wassuk Range, and the
Monte Cristo Range. Although these basins and ranges were
extensively utilized, both historically and prehistorically, no
archaeological sites were found on the proposed right-of-way.
A few isolated artifacts were recovered on or near the route,
however, and two rather extensive camp sites were recorded in
basins traversed by the survey. Both sites yielded plain brown
Shoshone ware pottery. Thus, while the survey results were
rather negative, important new data on the use and distri-
bution of ceramics in western Nevada were obtained.

At least one factor which may have contributed to the
paucity of substantive archaeological data recovered on the
120KV line was the rather heavy Anglo utilization of the
narrow basins traversed by the route, As early as 1862, the
basins were utilized as transportation corridors, when salt,
needed in the mills of the Comstock, was transported by
camels from Rhodes Salt Marsh to Virginia City. Later, when
the 20th Century gold mining boom of the Tonopah area
began, Sodaville, a terminus of the Carson and Colorado
Railroad located in Soda Spring Valley, became a staging point
for passengers and freight bound for Tonopah. The basins
today provide a route for a major north-south transportation
artery, U.S. 95, and all basins traversed by it are readily
accessible to vehicular traffic. In short, it would appear that
only a few fragile patterns of the past have survived modern
land uses in these basins of western Nevada.
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FIRE AT WASHOE
By Branislav Lalich

Editor's Note: The author participated actively in
the Am Ares’ salvage excavations at the site of Old
Washoe City (26 WA 1436) reported in the last issue
of the NEVADA ARCHAEOLOGIST. A building
excavated by the group was tentatively identified as
“McFarland’s new brick block™ (Dansie 1972:9).
Historical research by Mr. Lalich sheds light on this
hypothesis.

With the discovery of gold at Mount Davidson, fortune-
seeking men surged back from California and in the thousands
passed through Washoe Valley to the mines of the Comstock.
It was soon discovered that the black gummy material
hindering the extraction of gold was silver, and the pastoral
life of Washoe Valley was changed forever. Editorials such as J.
Ross Browne’s, saying, “. . . silver solid pure silver. Beds
10,000 feet deep. Hundreds of millions of dollars poking their
heads out of the earth ready to be pocketed (Hummel 1888),”
were read by the hopeful and the disappointed, and the silver
drew them to Washoe.

The quartz mills needed water and fuel; the mines needed
timber; the men in the mines needed the agricultural products
of the valley. Ophir, Galena, Franktown and Washoe City were
blazing stars by 1861. Washoe City was laid out by John Grier
and Peter Rice, and the town “grew mightily”. “Money was
plentiful, and everyone that wanted work was being employed
at good wages and prosperity was seen at every hand (Hummel
1888).”

Called into being by the law of supply and demand, the
city’s fortune was on the wane within six years. The arrival of
the Central Pacific Railroad gave birth to Reno, and in turn
assured the death of Washoe City. Mills at Washoe were
dismantled and new mills were constructed close to the mines.
The timber was transported along the Carson River to Virginia
City and on to the mines. Empire City absorbed much of
Washoe City’s business interests.

Hazards of fire were a fact of life and were accepted with
fatalistic humor by Nevada’s early inhabitants. Many towns
had organized fire brigades, but Washoe City had none. The
Washoe Times praised the alertness and dedication to duty of a
night watchman in suppressing an arson attempt “with the
wind blowing from all directions.” The article further reads,
“The watchman heroically subdued the fire by threshing it
with his hat and extinguishing it with a bucket of water (Allen,
James, Jan. 5, 1863).” Again, four days later, on January 9,
the Washoe Times teported a fire on the roof of Wienberger’s
clothing store. James Allen, the editor, commented, “Had the
wind been blowing there is no telling how the matter would
have terminated. Our buildings are as combustible as tinder
and must be carefully watched (Jan. 9, 1863).”

The first major fire in Washoe City occurred on June 6,
1865. It started from unknown causes in James Pearson’s
house and destroyed several buildings before being brought
under control. Pearson was one of Washoe City’s earliest
saloon keepers and hotelmen. The local citizenry reacted to a
statement Pearson made, “Damn good thing Lincoln was
killed,” by attempting to place him in Gold Hill’s jail (Milton
Mapes, Nevada State Journal, Aug. 1940), but good sense
prevailed. It would be conjecture to state there was a
connection between Pearson’s outspoken opinion and the fire
in his house. Timber was available, and the damage was soon
repaired.
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The Virginia and Truckee Railroad was completed,
joining Carson City to Reno, passing through Washoe Valley.
Washoe City, ex-county seat, ex-mill town, ex-commercial
center was dying quietly. The coup de grace was administered
by the fire of 1873.

THE FIRE

‘At about fifteen minutes before 12 o’clock last night a
fire broke out in a two storey building occupied by William
Williams as a saloon on Main Street, Washoe City. The flames
soon communicated themselves to the adjoining buildings and
the fire swept rapidly down one of the cross streets, destroying
all the buildings in its pathway as far as the railroad tracks
with one exception. The losses sustained by the fire are
variously estimated at from $7,000 to $10,000, distributed as
follows: William Williams, a large two storey brick building on
Main Street. Mr. Hess, dwelling house; Mr, McFarland, two
buildings; Mr. Powers, barber shop; Becker’s saloon alongside
the railroad track was considerably damaged. As there were no
fire engines in town, the fire had everything pretty much its
own way and swept along relentlessly as long as there was
material for it to feed upon: luckily, however, there was not a
breath of air stirring at the time otherwise the whole town
would in probability have been destroyed. The Washoites bore
their losses with commendable fortitude, and much merriment
was indulged in by groups of persons who tumed out en
dishabille to witness the conflagration. Some suggested selling
out and emigrating to a town where there was better
protection against fire: others remarked facetiously that the
fire saved them the trouble of selling out. We are not advised
of the amount of insurance (Gold Hill News, Vol. 20, No.
2925, April 29, 1873).”

A brick building was reported as being destroyed by the
fire, and the building was being used as a saloon. The only
evidence of a possible tavern location found by the Am Arcs
while excavating the building at Washoe City was a number of
broken glass tumblers. The tumblers were found at the
northeast corner of the structure. Along with the smashed
tumblers were found several bottles, broken. and whole. The
debris found around the foundation walls was the usual
assortment of trash that accumulated around old buildings.
What may have been medicine bottles were also found at the
northeast corner. No strong evidence was uncovered to
indicate that the building excavated was the McFarland
Building, or that it belonged to Williams.

The northeast corner also yielded strips of plate glass of
varying widths. These strips were the wasted material from
trimming window panes. This would indicate that window
glass was being installed, or more likely that window glass was
being trimmed for salvage.

A strong argument against the fire theory is the lack of
evidence of fire over the entire building site. Ash can be found
only along the south wall and for a short distance along the
west wall. Almost all the bricks removed from the debris were
in fragments, of poor quality, and poorly fired. Whole bricks
were rare. This is not what one would expect to find in a
building destroyed by fire.

The thesis I offer is that the building had been
abandoned, not burned. The structure was dismantled and the
building materials salvaged for use elsewhere. When all useable
brick, window glass, wood beams and other material had been
removed, the pile or rubble was burned and the winds covered
the remaining debris with sand.
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