Wild West
by

Eyes Right

Northern Nevada – I really enjoy visiting this part of our country.  This time we flew into Reno, rented a car, and stayed overnight at the Circus Circus Casino/Hotel.  Our choice of lodging was a no-brainer – where else can you get a luxury room with a spectacular 19th floor view of the Sierras for $32 a night?  Most of the casinos here offer exceptionally low room rates in order to lure gamblers to their venues, but in our case, it is a bad investment because we choose other forms of entertainment than the casino.  

After a hearty breakfast in the casino (again at avery reasonable price), we decided to take a road trip into the empty spaces north of Reno.  Within minutes we were outside of civilization on Route 445 heading over the Virginia Mountains toward Pyramid Lake.  The view coming over the crest of the mountain and seeing this huge lake in the middle of the desert is spectacular.  The lake itself is home to flocks of large black birds which seem to behave like inland pelicans, diving periodically into the lake attempting to snag a meal.  Although Pyramid Lake is surrounded on all sides by an Indian reservation, there are numerous pull-offs along the lake for overnight camping (a permit is required and can be obtained at the southern end of the lake in the small city of Nixon).  
We then turned right on Route 446 to head south along the lake shore to Nixon, where we took Route 447 [I had to like the road numbering system!] further south to I-80.  We were back in Reno in just under two hours after we had left.  

Whenever I visit Reno, I always make a point of heading to Virginia City, Nevada, one of my very favorite destinations in the world [see Eyes Right Good Gunslingers, 5/14/10, and Eerie Epitaph, 5/28/10].  Although Virginia City is only about 25 miles south of Reno, it is situated on top of Mount Davidson, also in the Virginia Range.  It has one road in and out, Route 341.  The approach from the north involves a winding 2-lane highway with numerous switchbacks and rather sensational overlooks of the Sierras to the west.  At the height of the silver rush which made Virginia City even more famous than San Francisco in the 1860’s, entrepreneurs built private roads up the mountainside for mule trains, often consisting of up to 16 mules.  Sometimes these mule trains would be miles long.  Driving up Route 341, it was impossible to imagine the dangers of these early travelers, including bandits.

Virginia City never disappoints.  The wooden sidewalks remain in place, and much of the original motif of the glory days from discovery of the silver lode in 1859 to its depletion in 1898 remains.  Now, of course, the city survives on tourism, with such magnets as the Bucket of Blood Saloon (one of my favorites).  However, there are also many interesting historical and engineering facts. For example, at the height of the silver rush, there were over 30,000 people in the city – far more than the local water sources could supply since most of the water was being used in boilers associated with ore extraction.  A world-famous Swiss engineer, Hermann Schussler, was brought in to find a solution.  He looked to the Sierra Nevada mountains to the west and designed and constructed a 7-mile piping system which used an inverted siphon technique to bring the plentiful water from the Sierras to Nevada City.  Due to the elevation differences, the pressure in the pipe in the valley between was enormous, nearly 800 psi.  In order to withstand this pressure, the pipe was made of sheets of wrought iron riveted together with the cracks sealed with lead.  It was the most impressive water system in the world at the time (although there was obviously the issue of lead poisoning, which no one knew about).  
In terms of dangers, lead poisoning was the least of the worries for Virginia City workers and residents.  Mining deaths were frequent due to cave-ins and the naturally occurring scalding water at some of the deeper depths.  Miners would wear snow shoes in winter to reach the mines, then face intense heat in the mines.  Fires were frequent, as most buildings were wooden.  The great fire of 1875 essentially burned down the entire city.  

But it was a “happening place” where fortunes were made and lost. Over $400 million of silver was mined from the Comstock Lode over the years.  Samuel Clemens (a.k.a. Mark Twain) started his writing career here in 1863 as a reporter for a local newspaper, the Territorial Enterprise.  Today there is a small museum ($4 entry fee) dedicated to Clemens’ brief time in Virginia City.   Outside the museum you may see a few cowboys wearing side arms as in the old west.  They put on a paid show about every hour, complete with shootouts inside an enclosed area.
So, the next time you are searching for a unique, interesting, and totally different place to visit, I strongly recommend heading to northern Nevada.

I thought you might like to know.
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