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Austin, Nevada has not changed much since its heyday. You would be hard pressed to 

see much change in its physical layout if you held up a panoramic picture of the town from 

1890, and compared it to one from 19901. Austin is a mining town located alongside U.S. 

Highway 50, and this portion of the road that runs across the nation is known as the most 

lonesome and lonely stretch of highway in the United States. The road running past Austin has 

had several names over time. It has been called the "Lincoln Highway", the "Simpson-Egan" 

portion of the Overland Trail, or simply the "Pony Express Trail". The reason for establishing 

the location was the need for a way station in 1860, when the Pony Express linked mail service 

from Salt Lake City, Utah to Sacramento, California. It was one of twenty-seven pony stations 

located in what we now call the State of Nevada. At the time of 1860, it was a pony station 

situated in a place called the Utah Territory. Its name back then was Jacob's Station, named for 

the express company's district agent.  

The famed "Great Compromiser" Henry Clay drafted the Compromise of 1850, which 

brought California into the Union as a Free State. The agreement held out the idea of Popular 

Sovereignty to decide the issue of slavery for the Utah and New Mexico territories. While at this 

time there were few people of southern extraction in the territories, Utah Territory was more 

closely linked to its neighboring California. The reasons for the Republican dominated U.S. 

Congress of 1861 to create a Nevada Territory involved the great Comstock Lode, which was 

discovered along the eastern slope of the Sierra Nevada Mountains in 1859. The Comstock Lode 

was situated in an area of the Utah Territory called the Washoe Region, just one hundred miles 

from Sacramento. It was well over four hundred miles from Salt Lake City. Most of the people 

that flocked to the site of the "Mother Lode" were not Mormon, and they saw little need to be 

under the direction, taxation, or policies of Mormon leadership. Besides, all processed ore was 

sent to San Francisco, which was the direction of commerce and civilization.  

                                                           
1 (Glass) 



2 

 

The rationale for a Nevada Territory was political, not economic. As a federal territory, 

and a part of the Union, President Abraham Lincoln first appointed Orion Clemens, brother of 

Samuel "Mark Twain" Clemens, as Territorial Secretary. Later, when Nevada was admitted as a 

state, Lincoln appointed Governor James Warren Nye, a former Police Commissioner in New 

York City, to ensure that it stayed that way. Governor Nye put down any demonstration in 

support of the Confederacy, and there were some. The federal government bought much of 

Nevada's silver and gold bullion to support its currency. What federal taxes there were at the 

time that could be effectively collected went into Union coffers. Therefore, Nevada's creation as 

a territory on March 2, 1861, by the United States Congress, ensured that its riches would help 

the Union and not the Confederate cause2. 

Austin is typical of so many places in the American west. It became much more than its 

humble start would suggest, which was as a hovel and horse corral in the middle of nowhere. 

By October 1861, the Pony Express Service ceased to exist, having been replaced by the 

introduction of the telegraph wire. In May of 1862, a young William Talcott, a former express 

rider based out of the station, went looking for some stray horses in nearby "Pony" canyon. 

According to local legend, one of the strays had kicked up on a rocky outcrop and exposed 

some greenish, mineral laced rock, which Talcott noticed. He was curious enough to send it to 

an assayer's office in Virginia City, which was the site of the Comstock Lode. He had labeled it 

as a specimen from the Reese River Valley. The assay test showed that it was a very rich sample 

of native silver. As was so common in those days, the assayer told "everyone and his brother", 

and the rush to the place called Jacob's Station, on the banks of the Reese River, was on.  

Soon, several thousand people were situated in the location of Pony Canyon. Some of 

these folks had southern leanings and they exceeded the number of people situated the few 

miles closer to the river at the newly re-designated Jacobsville. They quickly convinced the local 

populace to hold an election and name the place of their diggings in Pony Canyon, "Austin", 

after Austin, Texas. Overall, these people represented some of the finest, free spirited 

Americans on the continent. They were risk takers. They were willing to endure the hardships 
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of exhausting physical labor, extreme hazards of heat, rock falls, cave-ins, fires, and the ever-

present passions of evil men who were not inclined to be what they were. They were "Out 

West", not "Back East", and here everyone developed an attitude of live and let live. It did not 

matter much what your past escapades might say about your character. They all were too busy 

working at the business of mining, hoping to make a fortune and achieve their individual goals. 

They tended to mind their own business. Moreover, they would not hesitate to ask the same 

cordiality from others. They kept an eye on the headlines of the newspaper for details of the 

war between North & South. Nevertheless, they mostly kept their passions in check and their 

focus on their favorite "colors", silver and gold. 

The territorial legislature and its territorial secretary were located in the Carson Valley, 

below the Comstock Lode. They took notice of the newly created municipality of Austin and 

decided to create a new county for the location of the Reese River strike. They named the 

county for an early Union hero of the Civil War, Brigadier General Frederick West Lander. 

Lander, a Massachusetts native, had been known around the territory during the 1850's, as a 

U.S. Army Civil Engineer. Many Overland Trail travelers thought of him as a surveyor and 

trailblazer. Lander had also penned in 1862 a very popular poem about the Battle of Ball's Bluff, 

as did a man named Herman Melville. At this stage of the Civil War, the union had only seen 

defeat on the battlefield, and the issue of which side would be victorious was in doubt.    

Austin was soon the county seat of Lander County. In addition, at one short time it 

represented the only civilization for much of the central and east-central part of the state. For its 

size, Lander County was known as the "Mother of All Counties". Austin, having about two 

thousand persons, was larger than the dozens of mining camps that were springing to life 

throughout the new county. By the summer of 1863, Austin was well established as the "Father 

of all Mining Camps"3. It had two hotels, two general stores, five saloons, two "sporting houses", 

two meat markets, a bakery, a stable, a dairy, a Wells Fargo office, a Printing office, and two 

lawyers amongst its commercial establishments. The printing office was the home of the Reese 

River Reveille, destined to become Nevada's longest published newspaper. Before the coming 
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winter, there would be a school and a new Bank of Austin to service the needs of the seventy-

five mines that now operated around the county.  

By the time Congress approved an Enabling Acting for Nevada on March 21, 1864, the 

Civil War was winding down. The Union had won decisive victories at Gettysburg and 

Vicksburg, and the South was in shambles. President Lincoln sought reelection and faced a 

three-way race against General John C. Fremont, the Radical Republican candidate, and General 

George B. McClellan, a Democrat. Earlier in the war, he had relieved both generals of their 

commands. New states, and their popular and electoral votes, were needed to reelect Lincoln in 

support of his moderate, reconstruction policies for the South. Among the proposed policies 

was the 13th Amendment abolishing slavery. If Nevada were a state, it could ratify the 

amendment and help in the passage of the landmark humanitarian legislation4.  

As the momentum grew for Nevada to become a state, some in Austin decided was time 

for the municipality to have a mayor. The two men that squared off for the office were Austin's 

resident physician, Dr. H. S. Herrick, a Republican, and a grocery owner, Mr. Reuel Colt 

Gridley, a Democrat. Mr. Gridley proposed a friendly wager that if he were to win, Dr. Herrick 

would carry a sack of flour from his store, down the main thoroughfare of Austin, while singing 

to the tune of "Dixie", to present it to Gridley. Should the doctor win, then Gridley would carry 

the sack of flour through Austin while singing to the tune of John Brown's Body. Dr. Herrick 

won the election.  

True to his word, Gridley decorated the 50lb sack with ribbons and carried it through 

Austin, while a local band helped him with the tune. His 13-year-old son carried an American 

flag and held it aloft while walking alongside his father. The mile and a half march garnered 

much attention, and after a ceremonious handover to the doctor, all the men present decided to 

retire to a saloon for refreshments. There, the doctor decided that he had no need for the sack of 

flour, which gave Gridley an idea. Gridley proposed an auction of the flour sack, and that the 

proceeds be donated to the U.S. Sanitary Commission.  
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Gridley bought back his sack of flour for $300 dollars and immediately set it back upon 

the auction table. Soon, other miners followed suit, each of them bidding outrageous sums of 

money and returning it back to the auction table until they had raised $5000 dollars that very 

night. In the days following the election, others persuaded Gridley to carry on his auction 

throughout western locations like Virginia City. After 15,000 miles of travel throughout the 

west, he eventually ended his auction campaign in Saint Louis, Missouri. There he presented 

the U.S. Sanitary Commission the amount of the proceeds, totaling $275,000 dollars. He was 

praised by many for keeping the badly needed commission financially afloat in the final year of 

the Civil War. He was often credited as, "one of the greatest unarmed heroes of the war"5.  

Now, many "Easterners" did not understand the concept employed by Gridley in re-

auctioning the flour sack, nor did they contemplate many of the peculiar habits of "Westerners". 

Many would be surprised to know that Gridley was the son of New Englanders that had made 

their way west to Hannibal, Missouri. There, Reuel was an understudy of a Mr. Samuel 

Clemens. Reuel Colt Gridley was also a member of the Connecticut based Colt family, whose 

firearms made the west famous, or vice versa, famous westerners. He also spent some of his free 

time in Austin with his good friend Fred Hart, Editor of the Reese River Reveille, at the Sazerac 

Saloon. The tradition of spinning tall tales for amusement captured Fred Hart's need to publish 

items of interest and public discourse in his newspaper. Paralleling Clemens, he invented the 

Sazerac Lying Club, for use in entertaining his reading audience. Such was the delight of humor 

in a mining camp. These people saw many behaviors in the diverse people that made their way 

through the camps. They also had a lot of time on the tasks of mining to grow great 

imaginations to add to their dreams of fortune.      

Nevada entered the Union on 31 October 1864, as its thirty-sixth state. It was a solidly 

Republican state on its ascent. Its nickname is the "Silver State", which it earned for all of its rich 

ore strikes. The words "Battle-Born" are emblazoned upon the state flag. This was to mark its 

whirlwind entry into the Union during the turbulent times of the Civil War, even though no 

battles were fought over the territory. The visions of Austin's residents were for rich rewards, 

                                                           
5 (Kennedy) 



6 

 

gained through a hard working community of civilized and harmonious citizens. They had no 

idea just how quickly the ore would give out. Moreover, when it did, most of them quickly 

moved on to richer pickings in more distant bonanzas. Like Abraham Lincoln, they briefly 

knew the hard won success of victory in a series of epic battles. As a state, Nevada contributed 

to the Reconstruction Amendments and post war times by enabling the Union to pay off its war 

debts through so much bullion. If those "Easterners" had developed a more relaxed outlook like 

those in the west, perhaps the Radical Republican sentiments of punitive and humiliating 

measures, and the scheming of resentful Southern Democrats, would have permitted a more 

harmonious transition back to the business pursuits followed by most Americans.  
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