Eerie Epitaph
by

Eyes Right

Virginia City, NV – We live in an age of relative longevity.  Walking through the cemetery on a hillside slope just north of here, one cannot help being struck by the youth of most of those whose grave markers still survive from the raucous Comstock mining days of the late 1800’s.  Out of perhaps 500 grave sites, I found only two individuals whose markers indicated that they outlived my current age (66).  Life was hard, and, often, ended quickly.
In perfect health I left my home,

Not thinking that my race was run.

But as the flowers grow so they decay,

And sudden death snatched me away.

This was the epitaph on a grave marker for John Schollar, who died on April 23, 1880 at age 32.  He was a native of Cornwall, England and had been a member of The Washington Guard [I am not certain what this refers to].  There was not much else to learn about John, other than the fact that his gravesite was in a section marked by a sign stating “Exempt Firemen’s Cemetery.”  It seems that if someone serves 20 years as a volunteer fireman for Virginia City, that person then becomes eligible for retirement and a spot in this section of the cemetery.  It is not clear if young Schollar was a volunteer fireman at the time of his death, but the epitaph would certainly fit if he had been killed in an accident while fighting a fire.  The sign indicated that the volunteer fire department had been serving Virginia City since 1860, so the timing would have been possible.  I have been unable to determine whether or not the epitaph was original, or was taken by Schollar’s survivors from a previously written work, but it certainly paints a definite mood for whoever reads it now 130 years later. 
The cemetery itself was not glamorous or particularly well-kept.  Of course, it is situated in the desert mountains of northern Nevada, so it would not be expected to have grass.  However, most of the grave markers and grave sites are in disrepair in the midst of rock strewn everywhere.  The site seems to reflect the hard times and the physical challenges of the area.  Many of the original grave markers were simply carved slabs of wood; the writing is becoming increasingly difficult to read as the wood ages and decays.  There have been, apparently, numerous instances of vandalism and/or grave robbing, as many markers have been smashed and left strewn about the hillside.  Interspersed are some recent graves.  Most of the family graves are surrounded by either a wooden fence, or, in many instances, a metal fence enclosing 4 to 10 individual graves.  Most of these fences are now also in various states of ruin.
It is also striking to note how many deaths during this mining era came at an early age.  Children often did not survive to become teens; it was a harsh existence in these mountains filled with so many dangers. In addition to the obvious peril of working in primitive mines in the area, there was no shortage of bars and brothels.  At one time during the glory days of the Comstock Lode, this small town had well over 100 saloons!  And with most men wearing guns, there was no shortage of opportunities for violent endings to the almost obligatory brawls.

There were also several grave markers suggesting that the woman buried had died in childbirth.  Pregnancy was cause for both joy and alarm.  Not everyone made it through the delivery process with little to no medical facilities and very few, if any, qualified doctors, or even midwives.
I left the cemetery mindful of how fortunate we are in terms of our opportunities to enjoy longer lives.  I suppose that this is a good thing.  But, perhaps, young Schollar would argue.
I thought you might like to know.
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