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HIST 417A/617A Lecture Outline Part I (up to the Midterm Exam)
Know how the Sierra and Nevada got their names and why Nevada, unlike California, is a hot desert with few rivers.

Human settlement began in the Great Basin around 11,000 B.C. and came from Asia.

We know this from the discovery of the Tule Springs archaeological site-Human bones are 13,000 years old there. Humans hunted and fished near ancient Lake Lahontan.

Pyramid Lake (north of Reno) and the Lovelock Culture caves have Pinto artifacts. The Pintos were hunters and farmers.

Around 300A.D., basketmaking started.

Pueblo Culture (Anasazi) 700A.D.-1100A.D. The lecture covers their culture and economy.

The Lost City was discovered by archaeologists in 1924 near the Muddy River. It contains over 300 buildings, with evidence of mining, irrigation-farming, and trade with other tribes. The Anasazi disappeared by the 1500s.

Modern Indians: The 4 major tribes are: The Washos (near Reno and Lake Tahoe), the Western Shoshone (primarily in eastern Nevada), the Northern Paiutes throughout northern Nevada, and the Southern Paiutes throughout southern Nevada. Most Southern Paiutes were hunters and gatherers, although the band in the Las Vegas valley near the Old Mormon Fort were also farmers. Most bands had no permanent homes and were nomads. 
Exploration was along the Old Spanish Trail blazed by Spanish Catholic missionaries like Fathers Garces, Sierra, and Escalante who were establishing missions in California. The Trail went just south of present-day Nevada and connected present-day Texas and Old Mexico with southern California.


In 1826, Jedediah Smith became the first white man to enter southern Nevada.  Later in 1826, another fur trapper, Peter Skene Ogden, became the first white to enter northern Nevada. In 1829, Rafael Rivera became the first white to see the Las Vegas Valley. In later years they were followed by many American explorers who were seeking an easy east-west passage through the Sierra. Joseph Walker (1833), John Bidwell (1839), Elisha Stevens (1844) and John Fremont, whose 1845 map was the first of the West. All of these men preceded the US Army invasion of the Southwest during the Mexican-American War (1846-48). Fremont named the rivers, key passes (e.g. Carson Pass for his friend and army scout, Kit Carson) and other geographical features, giving them all English names.

You should know what Manifest Destiny is and understand the larger context (Texas Revolution-1836), Mexican-American War (1846-48), and the Oregon Treaty (1846) of President James Polk’s invasion and American settlement of the Southwest. Also recognize that the discovery of gold in California in early 1848, the arrival of the Mormons at Salt Lake City (founded in1847), the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo (1848) giving the US California, and the Utah, and New Mexico territories all occurred about the same time and provide context for the white settlement of Nevada.

Virtually all of the early American explorers were looking either for fur (Jedediah Smith), or for an Appian Way (Joseph Walker) through the Sierra for the War Department to invade California in case a war broke out with Mexico, which it did in 1846. The U.S. used John C. Fremont’s maps, diary and data to invade the West when the war started. During the war Brigham Young led Mormons to what later became Utah. In 1848 other Mormons, who had been part of the Mormon Battalion that helped the U.S. invade the Southwest discovered gold at Johann Sutter’s ranch while digging a millrace for a mill where he could ground flour. No one told Mexico of the fabulous amounts of gold that was being discovered in the western Sierra foothills until after Mexico signed the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo ceding the U.S. California and the West.


In 1849, easterners used the Old Emigrant Trail (today near Interstate 80) to get to California. Mormon John Reese established Mormon Station (later Genoa, NV.) to supply travelers along the trail. He grew food and raised livestock there. Mormons in Salt Lake City (where John and brother Enoch Reese had their main store) made a lot of money supplying Emigrants to the gold country between 1848 and when the Gold Rush waned in 1855. See the lecture notes for more details on this.


In 1848, San Francisco merchant Sam Brannan opened a store in the new city of Sacramento to supply Sierra miners. Rancher and former explorer John Bidwell worked “Bidwell’s Bar” on California’s Feather River for gold and used his Indian workers to mine. Other ranchers {called “agri-miners”} found placer gold on the Yuba River and other Sacramento and (farther south) San Joaquin River tributaries. Almost all of these waterways had gold, so many prospectors panned for gold and used sluice boxes to separate the gold from the rock holding it.


Gold Rush California received supplies from all over the world, including Europe, the US and Pacific Rim nations. Washington and Oregon sent wood to San Francisco to construct buildings and brace gold quartz (underground) mine shafts. Seattle built steamboats to ply San Francisco Bay and the Sacramento and San Joaquin rivers.  The Pacific Rim supplied food. 


But California needed government. The US Army briefly ran California in 1848-49, but martial law was only a temporary expedient. Mining camps imposed mining codes enforced by miners’ courts and San Francisco and Sacramento had provisional city governments with police departments and occasional vigilantes to maintain order. The absence of state courts also complicated land (real estate) deals and development because of clouded Spanish land titles, greedy speculators, and militant squatters in both cities. California also needed roads, schools, jails and a military force to curb Indian hostility toward miners invading their lands and reservations. 


In August 1849, California held a constitutional convention in Monterey just as Brigham Young was declaring his state of Deseret (which included today’s San Diego). Congress rushed to control the situation by passing the Compromise of 1850 which made California a big state which, along with the New Mexico Territory, blocked Deseret from reaching Mexico or the Pacific Ocean. 

The Gold Rush boosted California’s economy. Gold profits were invested in land to develop wheat and vegetable farms, orchards for oranges (to rival Florida’s) and other fruits, including grapes (viticulture) for winemaking. A railroad was built from Sacramento to near Vacaville and later the Central Pacific railroads connected Oakland-Sacramento with Ogden, Utah. In the early 1860s, San Francisco capitalist, William Ralston, started the Bank of California with Gold Rush and San Francisco profits. He hired William Sharon to run the Virginia City, NV branch. San Francisco money bankrolled silver corporations at Nevada’s emerging Comstock Lode. 


The founding of silver veins by two Irish miners, O’Riley and McLaughlin, in 1859 ultimately set off the Rush. Henry Paige Comstock tried to jump their claim by filing the claim to what became the fabulous Ophir Mine.  Know the meaning of the terms placer and quartz mining, a ledge, and a lode, etc.


Philipp Deidesheimer developed square-set bracing to support the mineshafts in Mount Davidson’s complex geological structures. Miners used Lake Tahoe water to float large logs to flumes on the eastern mountains above what became Carson City.


The miners resorted to many milling techniques to remove the gold and silver from the rock they mined. These included the Mexican arrastra, the Patio Process, California Stamp mills, and the Washoe Pan Process. Comstock ore was primarily “docile,” mixtures of elements and compounds that could be milled apart at low relatively low cost—although a lot of gold and silver was lost in the process. Farther east, Nevada ore will be more “rebellious,” consisting of chemical combinations of elements and compounds that would require expensive milling and smelting at high temperatures. On the Comstock, millers used mercury and killed the fish and polluted the Carson River for decades.


The Comstock required corporate organization. So, small prospectors sold their claims to corporations. There was use of expensive Cornish pumps run by large steam engines to haul water out of the mineshafts.  In 1865, Adolf Sutro proposed to build a tunnel under Mt. Davidson to ventilate the mines, drain water out, and bring miners in and out. The Sutro Tunnel Company’s president was Nevada’s U.S. Senator Wm. Stewart. 

The Comstock inspired other innovations, too. German engineer Hermann Schussler built an inverted siphon to haul water from the nearby Sierra to the top of Mount Davidson for the mines and urban communities. A.S. Hallidie invented the cable car in Virginia City to haul ore out of the mines and eliminate horses. He later modified it for San Francisco’s streets.

Republican Senator Stewart pushed to help the mining companies. His National Mining Act of 1866 made California and Nevada mining rules federal law. This allowed rich miners to undercut the claims of poorer companies that could not pursue a vein with all “its dips, spurs, and angles.” His National Mining Act of 1872 kept federal taxes on mining companies low and reinforced the “Single Ledge Rule” which benefited the “Bank Crowd.” 


The San-Francisco-based Bank of California got control of most of the Comstock by issuing low-interest loans to mining and milling companies that soon went bankrupt when the Civil War ended and demand fell. The mines also briefly went “borrasca” which reduced supply, too. William Ralston and William Sharon strengthened the bank’s control by getting control of water and flume companies and building a railroad to the transcontinental line in Reno. There was vertical and horizontal integration (control) of the silver industry by the bank but also by the Big Bonanza group.


The Comstock’s production slowed in the 1870s because of the Crime of ’73 (demonetization of silver), a big fire in Virginia City and the Panic of 1873.

Ralston used his Comstock profits to build silk an woolen mills in California, factories and other buildings in San Francisco and miles of irrigation canals to make the Sacramento and San Joaquin valleys bloom. Little Comstock money was invested in developing Nevada other than its mines. The Gold Rush and Comstock rush and other mineral hits helped develop Oregon’s Willamette Valley for food production. However, arid Nevada never had enough fertile soil to export wheat, but neighboring states did. The wine (from grapes in Sonoma, Napa, and elsewhere) and orange  (Riverside and elsewhere) industries grew once the transcontinental railroads  finally gave growers access to eastern markets in the 1870s and 1880s. 

But commission merchants and other middlemen took most of the profits until 1893 when orange growers formed a “Growers’ Union”—which later adopted the Sunkist orange brand  name. Apple growers in Washington State did the same thing later. Real estate boomed, especially in southern California, where old Spanish ranchos were subdivided into fruit irrigation (citrus) towns like Azusa, Ontario and Duarte.

Promoting irrigation and big corporate farming in California was a change of water laws. Although the California Supreme Court in Lux v. Haggin (1886) ruled in favor of riparian rights, which meant that neighboring property owners not bordering a stream or river had no right to the stream’s water. Eventually, mining and farming interests got the state legislature and the courts to enthrone the concept of prior appropriation, which gave landowners bordering the river’s bank the right to sell water (and pipe it over) to land owners not directly on the river or stream. This promoted the growth of irrigated agriculture in California.


Fruit towns like Azusa, Pomona, Santa Ana and Ontario soon surrounded Los Angeles, and Henry Huntington built big electric streetcar systems to connect these towns to Los Angeles (and he made a fortune selling real estate near the stations). As a result, Los Angeles began to sprawl outward in the 1880s long before automobiles and freeways began to appear. Of course, the transcontinental railroad opened in 1869 and the Southern Pacific in the 1870s opened up L.A. while the Northern Pacific (1880s) and Great Northern (1890s) Railroads opened up Portland, Tacoma, Seattle and the Great Northwest to eastern and Midwestern markets.

The Comstock Lode: Nevada’s Statehood and Constitution—


In 1849, there was only one all-year resident (a prospector) in Nevada, but the California Gold Rush forced John Reese to establish Mormon Station (later Genoa) to supply the argonauts at the eastern base of the Sierra before they tried to cross the mountains. Other “stores” and farm-ranches emerged in the early 1850s near the Old Emigrant Trail to fulfill the supply unction. So, the California Gold Rush filled the valleys especially near Genoa and later Carson City with ranches and farms from which “agri-miners” prospected in the nearby hills. In 1859, two Irish prospectors, O’Reilly and McLaughlin, found what they thought was gold on a Mt. Davidson hillside and Henry Paige Comstock claimed it and what became the fabulous Ophir Mine.  There followed a population of mostly California Gentile miners to “Washoe,” which destabilized Mormon control of the area (Carson Valley) and eventually in 1861 led to creation of the Nevada Territory from the old western portion of Utah.


In 1857, many Mormons left Genoa (Mormon Station) to defend Utah in the “Utah War” that never occurred. Many Mormons never returned. Gov. Brigham Young attached Carson County to Salt Lake County, which ruled the Comstock population from 500 miles away. This gave separatist Gentiles like Major William Ormsby the chance to rally Gentile farmers and miners to petition Congress for their own territory. Utah responded by restoring Carson County and moving the seat from Mormon Genoa to Gentile Carson City, but it was too late. The Comstock boom finally gave Carson enough population to become a separate territory and the South’s secession from the Union in 1860-61 removed opposition to creating another free territory. President Buchanan approved creation of the Nevada Territory in March 1861. There was some debate locally about naming it Nevada.


In July 1861, new Territorial Governor James Nye arrived as the Civil War raged in the East. He appointed three federal judges and conducted a territorial census. Nye established a bicameral territorial legislature. Nye supporters convinced him to make Carson City the territorial capital, which in 1864 helped it become the state capital. Nye, etc. established a lot of small counties in the north and several big counties in southern Nevada. (Later, a constitutional requirement that there be only one senator per county will give the north a majority in that house until the 1960s).


The territory adopted English common law for the civil and criminal codes. Nye wanted to tax the gross proceeds of mines and levy a low property tax on farmers, ranchers, and mine owners. But mine owners convince him to tax only the net proceeds. This was a big tax break for the mining companies—a tradition that continues today.  Nye ordered each county to establish a school system to curb proletarian worker radicalism and to Americanize immigrant children—esp. those from Eastern Europe. He also established boards of county commissioners for each county. The first were appointed by Nye; later ones were elected.


Gov. Nye then tried to get some California territory by establishing Roop County in Lake County, California.  But California Gov. Leland Stanford blocked Nye’s efforts to get this potential mining and lumber country. Calif. Then tried to steal the newly-discovered Aurora mines from Nevada. After much pleading with his Republican friends in Congress and President Lincoln, Nye convinced Congress to give Nevada two meridians of territory at the expense of Mormon Utah (in 1862 and 1866) as well as land in 1867 from Utah and Arizona that put the Nevada border on the Colorado River. Unlike their brethren in Panaca, the farming Mormons along the Muddy and Virgin Rivers objected to joining (and paying taxes to) Nevada and returned to Utah (before coming back in 1877).


In 1861-62, Nevada’s first territorial Legislature issued toll road franchises to promote economic development. It also incorporated Virginia City and Gold Hill as cities. In 1862, Nye and the legislature agreed to conduct a referendum on statehood (even though Congress had already rejected the idea in May 1863) and elect delegates in September 1863 to attend a constitutional convention to write a state constitution in December 1863.


Nye got help in Congress from President Lincoln and California, which wanted a string of states connecting it with the East. But there was trouble at the constitutional convention. Farmers and ranchers (led by Judge John North) wanted to tax the gross proceeds of mines while mining lawyer William Stewart and the mining companies only wanted to tax the net proceeds. At the time, territorial judges were considered corrupt by many mining and mill workers. Most of the voters then were mining industry people, so they rejected the first NV constitution. The second (our current) constitution passed only after the wording was changed to tax the net proceeds of mines. President Lincoln then rushed to have Congress admit Nevada as a state (Oct. 31, 1864), because he wanted its electoral votes in the presidential election in early November and he needed one more state to pass the 13th Amendment abolishing slavery. Nevada became a state in 1864 and Nevada’s two US senators, Nye and Stewart, later voted for the 13th Amendment to the US Constitution.


The Nevada Constitution material is covered by a separate lecture and is handled by a special quiz. This material will not appear on the Midterm Exam.

The Comstock encouraged prospecting farther south at Aurora (1860), at White Pine (1864), Austin-Reese River (1861-62), and other places. Like Washington and Arizona, Nevada did not want to be part of another territory and really wanted to be an independent territory of its own (which happed in 1861).
Building a Railroad Network across the Pacific Slope—


Once the United States got the Northwest (1846) and Southwest (1848) it had to defend the Pacific Coast. It needed to build a transcontinental railroad to move troops and promote commerce. In 1853, president Franklin Pierce’s Secretary of War, Jefferson Davis (the future President of the Confederacy), chose a southern route to Los Angeles or San Diego from Dallas/New Orleans, because explorers reported that the only easy pass through the Sierra was the San Gorgonio Pass near San Bernardino. But Chicago interests wanted a route from Lake Michigan to San Francisco. Illinois Senator Stephen Douglas agreed to abolish the line created by the Missouri Compromise of 1820 (at 36 degrees 30 minutes) north of which no slavery could exist. This compromise, which angered abolitionists especially in the Northeast states, was part of the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854. 


In the 1850s, a group of California capitalists hired engineer Theodore Judah to build a railroad from the docks of the Sacramento River at Sacramento to Folsom near the Sierra’s western foothills. At the same time, owners of schooners plying the Sacramento River formed the California Steam Navigation Company to stop competing with each other and raise fares. Competing stage lines along the roads of California did the same in 1853 and formed the California Stage Co. Los Angeles merchant, Phineas Banning, developed stage service from Los Angeles all the way to down to San Diego. Eventually, eastern firms (and Wells Fargo) got control of these stage lines. Improved transportation helped California ship wheat, fruit, wine, and other goods to markets in the region and in the East.


By 1854 it was obvious that southern California needed better access to eastern markets via the transcontinental railroad. Theodore Judah now worked to survey a route through the Sierra near where Interstate 80 is today. San Francisco capitalists, reliant on their bay and steamboats, rejected Judah, but Sacramento merchants recognized the value of having a railroad from their city (from which ships could reach from the ocean) to New York City and the East via Chicago. The Big Four (Leland Stanford, Collis Huntington, Charles Crocker and Mark Hopkins) hired Judah and got a land grant charter from Congress for their Central Pacific Railroad. San Francisco capitalists did everything to block the sale of CPRR stock in California, but the South’s secession from the Union in 1860-61 helped get Congressional funding for the railroad. It took about 5 years from Crocker’s construction crews to lay track through the mountains. The railroad created numerous “division towns”  (to change locomotives and crews) along the way, and created Reno, Elko, Lovelock, Winnemucca and other northern Nevada towns.


The Big Four gouged shippers on prices, charging the same rate for goods shipped (from NY or Chicago) to Elko or Reno as they did to their town of Sacramento. This hurt Nevada’s chance of luring industry. Later, the Big Four built the Southern Pacific railroad down to southern California and chose Los Angeles to be their major town rather than San Diego or other cities.  The Big Four’s money and lobbying helped block construction of rival railroads to California as well as the Panama Canal. So, for years they charged high rates for goods shipped into and out of the Far West

Racism and Class Conflict on the Frontier—


 The American frontier was not the friendly, egalitarian place often portrayed in books. White Euramericans dominated the region, often using violence and discrimination to get their way. California created a tax on foreign miners to discourage Chinese, Mexicans and other groups from mining. American miners used violence to take control of the Sonora gold mines in southern California. Whites in California openly discriminated against Chinese, who began coming to San Francisco in 1849. To justify their racism, whites argued that the Chinese were not Christians and engaged in drug use (opium), gambling and prostitution. Even though Chinese paid 25 percent of California tax revenues, they could not vote or testify in court, and their kids could not attend white schools. In 1871, there were Chinese riots in Los Angeles. In San Francisco, Dennis Kearney and other labor leaders united white workers against the Chinese who worked for less than whites. Nevada was much the same.


The Chinese came to California for the Gold Rush, but some began drifting into Nevada in the late 1850s as white miners looked for gold near the Carson River. A Chinatown of sorts (later the milling town of Dayton) became the home of Chinese who dug small canals for white miners to wash their ore. When the Comstock Lode was discovered in 1859, thousands of white and Chinese settlers poured into Virginia City and Gold Hill from California. The Chinese worked in the service industries where they performed low-paying work; they were launderers, maids, cooks, etc. The lecture will detail their other jobs. A Chinatown district developed in each city. There were Chinese companies, which tried to keep the peace and served as surrogate employment and welfare agencies. They ran prostitution, drugs (opium) and gambling operations, too. Virginia City (but not Nevada) taxed gambling parlors. White unions oppose Chinese labor. There was much discrimination against the Chinese, including beatings, denial of the vote, and many other practices detailed in the lecture. Virginia City “Specials’ were white police familiar with Chinese ways, who patrolled the district. Tong wars occurred that threatened white lives. Ultimately, local white unions joined the western chorus to ban Chinese immigration to the US, to ban contract labor, and to deport the Chinese who were already in the US. Whites established the Order of Caucasians to not hire Chinese, etc. Nevada tried to ban racial intermarriage and even defined mulattos legally. The Paiute Indians also resented the Chinese who competed with them for service industry jobs.


Indians attacked white groups throughout the West in the 1850s, ‘60s, and ‘70s. Urban armies (not always the US Cavalry) successfully counterattacked. All western territories and states discriminated against the Indians who were gradually confined to reservations. Nevada was typical. For centuries Paiutes hunted ducks and fished in the Truckee River and Pyramid Lake. They sought to preserve their water rights as whites in Reno began to dam up the river to get the fish and even entered the Pyramid Lake Reservation to do it. Nevada’s courts and state legislature largely supported the whites, but the US Army and Bureau of Indian Affairs agents helped the Indians. The Paiutes had been subsistence fishermen for centuries, but they soon became commercial fishermen to supply the market in Nevada’s burgeoning number of towns. But whites wanted this business. The state legislature passed laws to restrict Indian fishing and sales to white stores and restaurants. Litigation continued into the late 20th Century as Reno sought more water for its growing population.


African Americans also faced discrimination in the Far West. Nevada discriminated against blacks in many ways—they could not vote, could not join police, or be a lawyer, etc. Nevada Democrats and many Republicans agreed with President Andrew Johnson’s opposition to universal citizenship for minorities. They opposed Radical Republican support for black equality in the “Reconstructed” South and opposed ratification of the 14th and 15th Amendments giving black men the vote and all blacks citizens their civil rights. In Nevada white unions feared minority workers would take their jobs for less pay and thus threaten the white standard of living. They believed that Robber Barons like John D. Rockefeller and Andrew Carnegie wanted to destroy white unions by pushing diversity, minority rights, and Asian immigration.

Class Conflict and Populism-As early as the 1850s, as California farmers began feeding the ‘49ers, tensions began to rise. By 1863, California had 104 chapters of the Grange. Wheat farmers were angered by low wheat prices, and Isaac Friedlander & Associates’ monopolistic control of irrigation and wheat sacks and ships. Friedlander bought wheat cheap from California farmers and sold it dear to eastern food markets. The Central Pacific Railroad did it, too. Everyone thought the Central Pacific Railroad would divert Asian (Pacific Rim) trade to California and the US, but the opening of the Suez Canal in the 1870s diverted Asian trade west to Europe. The railroad never gave California 1 million people by 1890. Worse still, the railroad price gouged residents in every western state and paid little in taxes.


State Politics: The mining companies and railroads controlled many Nevada politicians in the late 19th Century. For example, the new state legislature created a major precedent when it passed the Revenue Act of 1865, which established a low tax on the net proceeds of mines (only $1 per $100 of assessed valuation!). This was much lower than the state’s property tax of $2.75 per $100 of assessed valuation.  Ranchers and farmers objected, and in 1879 Gov. L.R. Bradley tried to equalize the tax rate. But the Bank Crowd, the Big Bonanza’ leaders, and others objected and took the fight to the Nevada Supreme Court which agreed that the mines could have a separate (and lower) rate than everyone else—even though the Nevada Constitution stipulated a “uniform” tax rate. The Central Pacific Railroad’s chief agent, Stephen Gage, worked with other short lines to bribe legislators and worked with the mining companies to control both political parties. The railroad punished any state legislator who tried to tax them harshly. They brought in cheaper California produce and lumber to undersell local products, trains bypassed stations in the legislator’s district, and charged higher fares in his district to teach him and his constituents a lesson. The Central Pacific also regularly charged eastern freight being shipped to Reno the full fare to Sacramento (a phantom charge that always grandfathered in Sacramento) to keep Reno small and encourage the development of CPRR’s terminus city, Sacramento. There were no campaign contribution disclosure laws for many years, so few Nevadans knew how much money the railroads and mining companies paid to control politicians. Nevada only mirrored the corruption that plagued the nation--with Boss Tweed in New York and President U.S. Grant’ s Administration, etc Populists in the Midwest and Far West combated railroad abuses for years.


In the Far West the decline of silver mining also upset Populists who wanted to inflate the nation’s money supply to help farmers/debtors and unemployed miners.  In Nevada and other states like Idaho and Montana, Populists also fought for reclamation. The Panic of 1873 and the demonetization of silver (Crime of ’73) hurt Nevada and the West. Private industry (dentists and photographical film makers for cameras, etc.) bought some silver but new discoveries of the mineral increased the supply and thus cut the price. It therefore hurt to lose the huge market that the US government had represented. Nevada suffered a depression because, unlike California and other states, it could not easily diversify its economy with ranching and farming due to the arid climate, hard soil, and lack of rivers. Also, manufacturing by steam engines required water to make steam, so little industry came. 


Western congressmen tried to re-monetize silver by pushing the Bland-Allison Act but President Rutherford B. Hayes (who preferred the Gold Std.) vetoed it. Republicans and capitalist banker class (creditors) wanted deflation of the money supply (e.g. less dollars in circulation per person/per capita). But debtors, like miners and poor Midwestern and southern farmers, wanted inflation (more dollars—gold and silver—in circulation per person). Pioche, Austin, and other silver mines all went into decline, creating great unemployment. 


Sen. Wm. Stewart struggled to get federal aid for dams to diversify Nevada’s economy. But the East did not want to pay to build dams.  Stewart, however, never gave up. He organized the National Irrigation Congress as a lobby group and convinced Wm. Sharon’s son-in-law, Francis Newlands, to be Nevada’s representative. Newlands later became a Nevada Congressman and US senator. Stewart and others got Congress to pass the Carey Act in 1894 in which the federal govt. would give 1 million acres of US land to any state that would water it, but only Wyoming took the deal. Dams were expensive to build. Not until the Newlands Act (1902), which created the U.S. Reclamation Service, would the federal government begin building dams. The West also supported passage of the Sherman Silver Purchase Act (1890) to force the treasury to mint 4.5 million ounces of silver each month. But Grover Cleveland was re-elected President in 1892 and when the Panic of 1893 hit, he blamed silver and convinced Congress to repeal the Sherman Act. The Populist Party was formed in 1891 to push for, among other things, the unlimited coinage of silver.  But Populist candidate William Jennings Bryan lost three presidential elections. As a result, not until World War I and the Pittman Silver Purchase Act of 1918 did the federal government again buy silver in large quantities.

Securing irrigation was a major goal of residents in Far Western farm/orchard areas as well as in California. San Francisco and Los Angeles finally got reliable water sources to support their growing populations in the Hetch Hetchy Canyon (1923) and the Owens River Valley (1913), respectively. The Newlands Act of 1902, which created the Bureau of Reclamation that later built Hoover Dam, helped northern Nevada (the Carson-Truckee Irrigation District) first before helping southern Nevada later. The Bureau earlier built the Roosevelt Dam (1911) east of Phoenix 

“The West at Century’s End”—Historian Frederick Jackson Turner saw the US Census Bureau’s “closing of the frontier” in 1890 as a major turning point in western history. But “new western historians” like Patricia Limerick felt there was continuity. Indians and other minorities faced discrimination, and capitalist projects continued to damage the environment and exploit workers just as in the East. But there were some notable changes in the West. The Dawes Act encouraged Indians to become farmers. In doing so, it opened rich lands in Oklahoma by abolishing many reservations there. Populist farmers also continued to lose their farms to banks and corporate farms due to inflation, foreclosures and the costs of mechanization. Cowboys also suffered as rangelands declined and most cattle were confined to fenced ranches. Miners also lost their jobs during the Panic of 1893 and with the 1894 repeal of the Sherman Silver Purchase Act. The number of rich gold mines also declined from the 1860s and 1870s. Copper was on the verge of becoming a new profitable metal thanks to modern plumbing and the work of Thomas Edison, George Westinghouse and Nicola Tesla in perfecting the electric generator and various electric-powered appliances, lights, and tools. Lumbering and oil also became more important industries after 1890.


From 1898-1917, agriculture boomed because of the growth of national and international markets, dry farming and other reasons. The Mechanization of agriculture was also crucial. See the lecture notes for details. Of course, the federal government also helped with the Enlarged Homestead Act, the Stock-Raising Homestead Act and other laws covered in lecture. Railroads also promoted land sales, sponsoring free trips for farmers, etc. to these sites.


Federal irrigation also played a role. Naturalist John Wesley Powell drew up topographical maps of the Great Basin. And Nevada Senator William Stewart and his protégé Rep. and later Senator Francis Newlands pushed Congress to fund irrigation, but eastern states did not want their tax money used to irrigate the West. William Stewart pushed Congress for the Carey Act in which Congress gave 1 million acres of federal land to any western state that would irrigate it. As noted earlier, only Wyoming took the offer. Nevada, Idaho and other states (especially silver mining states) lacked the revenue to fund irrigation projects. But in 1902 Francis Newlands convinced President Teddy Roosevelt to sign the Newlands Act in which money from the sale of public lands would be used to irrigation areas. As more homesteaders paid fees to the reclamation services, the money would be accumulated to extend the water lines farther out. The Bureau of Reclamation built Roosevelt Dam, Hoover Dam, the Central California Project, Colorado Big Thompson and other water projects in every Far West state.


Both dryland and reclamation farming helped California become the leading farm state, and the trend continued across the West into Texas. Advances in scientific agriculture (agronomy) and World War I also boosted farming. See the lecture notes for details. World War I, in particular, with the huge food profits it brought, encouraged farmers to take out second and third mortgages to buy more land and expand production. Once the war ended, US farmers were plunged into a depression that lasted until World War II. Thousands of dryland farmers went bankrupt, and many rural banks closed. Other farmers bought trucks and mechanized to cut labor costs. Henry Ford developed a motorized tractor, but these innovations and other efficiencies promoted continued overproduction, which depressed food prices further.  Wheat growing and ranching faced similar problems.


Mining also declined after the war because the demand for silver and other precious metals declined. Dentists the film industry and cheaper railroad prices kept silver going and cyanide processing (which recovered more gold from its rock) helped gold, but copper became very valuable. India demonetized silver in 1926 and in 1931, Japan attacked China (which was the last major nation in the world with silver as its currency). Meyer Guggenheim and other mining magnates who engaged in open pit mining with huge derricks and trucks, created huge environmental problems on the land.  Still, Ely, NV, Butte, MT (Anaconda Copper), Bisbee, AZ (Phelps Dodge) and elsewhere all greatly increased production to help wire America for electricity telephone, and telegraph. All of the technologies developed by the big corporations made US mining more efficient but falling copper prices and increased production reduced copper profits and eventually reduced copper mining in the West. Big corporations thus controlled Arizona, Nevada and Montana, etc. mining and mining towns, which will result in labor turbulence after 1900 between radical labor and employer forces.


Lumber also became a major industry after 1890, although tree-cutting switched from the Great lakes (MI, WI) to the Pacific Northwest. Railroad track construction helped lumber mills especially around Flagstaff, AZ. In the Northwest James J. Hill (builder of the Great Northern Railroad from St. Paul, MN to Seattle, WA) and St. Paul’s Frederick Weyerhaeuser announced creation of the Weyerhaeuser Lumber Co.  (Pardee Homes, toady a division of Pulte Homes, was a subsidiary). By 1914, the company owned 26 percent of Washington’s timber forests. By World War II, WA, OR and CA accounted for 40 percent of all US lumber construction. Mechanization helped drive down costs. See the lecture notes for details. But the big corporations, unlike individual wildcatters, pushed conservation of this renewable resource by re-planting trees. Wood or construction was not the only source of revenue for these companies. They also sold paper, plywood, boxes, formaldehyde and sawdust (for insulation).


Commercial fishing was another big western industry. Canneries also sprouted on river and ocean ports (like Monterey, CA), and salmon canneries grew up on Puget Sound and other waterways. California fishermen also caught tuna and sardines and canned them.


The western oil industry grew first in Texas and California and later elsewhere pushed by the manufacture of railroad locomotives, machinery, and later car, truck and airplane engines. See the lecture notes for details about what corporations developed fields and refineries in what states.


As America’s industrial revolution intensified after 1900, energy to run factories became more important. Coal as well as oil became more important. Coal ran steam engines and could also be burned  to make electricity in coal-fired electric plants like NV Energy’s plants on the Moapa Indian reservation that help power Las Vegas.  Railroads also used a lot of coal before switching to more modern diesel and electric-powered locomotives in the early 1900s.


Railroads continued to engage in price gouging and monopolistic practices which forced Teddy Roosevelt to enforce the Sherman Anti-Trust Act which led to the Northern Securities Case (1902) to break up James J. Hill’s and E. H. Harriman’s railroad monopoly in the Pacific Northwest. Congress also passed the Hepburn Act (1906)and other regulatory legislation. See the lecture notes for details on the Interstate Commerce Act, etc.


Thanks to oil and gasoline, automobiles became more popular. Henry Ford began assembly-line production of the Model-T Ford by 1908. In World War I the army used tanks, jeeps, trucks, cars and airplanes to replace horses and cavalry units. Woodrow Wilson pushed the Federal Highway Act of 1916 to use federal funds to help states and counties to connect markets with highways not just railroads. Later laws, especially in the 1920s, helped Nevada and other large but poor western states build roads. In the 1920s, drive-in businesses began to appear, especially in California and the Far West.


Besides these industries discussed above, the West also developed cotton, beef (stockyards) and movie-making. Los Angeles attracted MGM, Warner Brothers and other studios. In the mid-1930s, as the studios used the Depression to try and sign actors for less even as movie attendance boomed. In response, James Cagney and other stars formed the Screen Actors Guild.


Labor tensions and union militancy had been rising in the West since 1900 due to layoffs (from overproduction), low salaries and bad working conditions. The Knights of Labor organized railroad workers but the Haymarket Riot in Chicago (in which several policemen were killed), blamed on the Knights, ended that union’s effectiveness. The National (Pullman Palace Car) Railroad Strike of 1894 brought federal troops to Nevada and the Far West. The American Federation of Labor (the AF of L ) formed 16 railroad “brotherhoods” and replaced the Knights of Labor as the chief union organizing force in the West, but it was eventually challenged by the more militant I.W.W. (in mining areas often referred to as the International Workers of the World the Western Federation of Miners and sometimes called the Wobblies) led by “Big Bill” Haywood. The IWW brought federal troops to Goldfield, NV in 1908 and led to formation of the Nevada State Police.  Violent events such as the Ludlow Massacre of 1914 and Los Angeles Times office bombing in 1910 hurt Wobbly support. Los Angeles and even San Francisco employers eventually pushed the “Open Shop” and got tough with unions. California grower also used violence and threats to keep the Wobblies out of the fields. Many American workers took pay cuts and reduced benefits after World War I. The Great Depression only worsened conditions.


Tourism in the West became a major industry once the railroads began to schedule trips to national parks (Yellowstone became the first national park in 1872). The railroads built grand hotels at Pasadena, San Diego, Riverside, Salt Lake and other locations for tourists. There were also promotional world’s fairs at San Francisco, Seattle, Portland and San Diego in different years. Auto travel spawned many “roadside businesses” including cabins and later motels. Places like San Francisco promoted tourist traps like Chinatown, and Monterey pushed cannery Row to draw tourists. Reno had casinos and Las Vegas pushed gambling and tours of Hoover Dam. See the lecture notes for the various western spots.  The airplane also opened up the Far West. The lecture notes cover the origins of major airlines and early service and note that airplane manufacturing and aerospace gradually migrated to the West.

