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OUR TOWN – INCREDIBLE AUSTIN 

 

By Roy Levi Kerner 
June 21, 1982 

 
All of us that are Austin descendants take pride in our heritage. While most of us are unable to 
prove our lineage back to the old country, we do know that we have Austin blood-lines. 

There are 14 areas, country wide, that bear the Austin name. The areas range from counties, 
small villages and to large cities. From Austinville, Virginia which produced Stephen Fuller 
Austin who would later become know as the “Father of Texas,” to the state capitol of Texas, to 
“Incredible Austin, Nevada.” Austin, Nevada is the basis for this dissertation. 

Like most towns, there are several versions of how Austin, Nevada began and how the name 
was adopted. The Mining and Scientific Press of March 24, 1883 stated that David Buel laid-out 
the townsite and named it after his partner Alvah C. Austin. The De Lamar Lode of April 30, 
1903 reported that John Austin was the pioneer so honored (not Alvah C. Austin). The name is 
also said to commemorate Leander Kelse Austin who was an uncle of the developer of the 
Jumbo mine in Humboldt County, George Austin. Another version of the same story relates that 
the town was named by David Buel for his native city of Austin, Texas. 
 
It is alleged that pony express riders frequently took a short-cut through a canyon. Soon that 
canyon became known as Pony Canyon. In May 1862, William M. Talcott practically stumbled 
over rich silver float in Pony Canyon and the ore discovery was known as pony ledge, but was 
soon changed to Austin as mining operations flourished. 
 
Very soon (1862-1863) an estimated 10,000 people converged on Pony Canyon and Austin, 
Nevada was created with city lots selling for about $8,000 in gold. In March 1863, John Frost 
built the first dwelling (log cabin) in Austin. By November 1863, a territorial post office was 
established. 
 
Three separate communities: Clifton, Austin and Upper Austin were incorporated into the city of 
Austin. Austin became the county seat of gigantic Lander County which had been established 
the previous year. At that time, the county comprised the present Lander, Eureka, White Pine 
and Elko Counties, or roughly one third of the entire state. 
 

OUR TOWN – INCREDIBLE 
 
Austin-born in 1862 was tagged “incredible” because of the unusual happenings in the “hey 
days.” The town endured the rise and fall of mining over 100 years. The incredible story began 
when a pony express mount kicked-over a rock in the mouth of the canyon just west of the 
present town revealing rich silver ore that brought a rush of people which reached a peak of 
10,000 within two years. $50,000,000 in silver was extracted by the hard-working God-fearing 
people. Austin has mothered more than thirty other mining camps and out-lived nearly all of 
them. The many landmarks in the town of Austin have been a part of Austin’s “incredible” past. 
 
Austin sported a court house, a mule powered railroad down its main street, a masonic hall, a 
newspaper, a Wells Fargo agency, a relay point on the transcontinental telegraph, and was the 
home of Emma “Nevada” Wixon internationally known opera star. In addition to being the 
greatest silver mining area in the state, gold was discovered nearby of the trout-laden Kingston 
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Creek. Not only is the area one of the country’s leading gold mines, it has the world’s largest 
deposit of barite which is being mined by several companies. Uranium ore was discovered in 
the Reese mining district. 
 
Today, the area is most well known for its many deposits of fine quality turquoise. With Lander 
County being the world’s major producer of this beautiful gem-stone, Austin can truly be called 
the Turquoise Capitol of the world. 
 
Incredible Sazarac Liars Club; probably some of the biggest liars that ever hit the west were at 
one time or another at the Sazarac Liars Club in Austin. 
 
Incredible Pony Express, Austin is just south of the old pony express route. A rider rode to Ione, 
50 miles south each day delivering everything from baby nipples to “chawing tobakker.” He 
always rode in his shirt sleeves regardless of the weather. 
 
Incredible Drawbridges yet, frequently our attention is drawn to drawbridges. This is usually 
associated with medieval castles or early forts. Ostensibly, the purpose of drawbridges was to 
protect the inhabitants from unfriendly marauding vagabonds or enemy soldiers by denying 
ingress to the premises. 
 
But drawbridges in our incredible Austin were different. In this case, drawbridges were 
constructed along the main street of Austin and were raised from the upper stories to allow 
boulders and debris from cloudbursts to pass under them. At least one of these unusual 
drawbridges is still in existence, in the center of the block, just east of the International. 
 

OUR TOWN – ITS TALENT 
 
Opera star Emma “Nevada” Wixom was the daughter of a pioneer Austin doctor. She started 
her singing career in the Methodist Choir. She sang to everything. She sang to the music of the 
blacksmith forge, to birds and to “John Brown’s Body” at the parade of the famous Gridley sack 
of flour. 
 
She sang at dedications and other affairs until she entered Mill Seminary where she continued 
her study of music. She went to Europe in 1877 and studied in Vienna and then began her rise 
to fame as a renowned opera singer. 
 
Emma “Nevada” Wixom sang at the coronation of King George V of England and was a favorite 
of Queen Victoria who gave her a diamond necklace, a $4,000,000 gift. During her triumphal 
tour of America in 1885, Emma Wixom ordered her managers to change the routing so she 
could come to Austin and sing for her old friends. 
 
Emma “Nevada” Wixom was met at the railway station by a gaily decorated carriage (without 
horses) drawn by all of the gay young blades in town. The Lander Guard band struck-up “Home 
Sweet Home” and she swept in triumph up the main street of Incredible Austin. She died in 
Liverpool, England in 1940 at 81 years of age. 
 

OUR TOWN – HIGH PRICES  
 

Expensive Sack of Flour Reuel C. Gridley, owner of the Gridley Store and public spirited citizen 
lost an election bet so that he had to carry a 50 pound sack of flour fully decorated with banner 
and ribbons the length of the town of Austin to the tune of “John Brown’s Body.” The sack of flour 
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was returned to the center of town and after such jubilation and refreshments, the flour was 
auctioned with the proceeds given to the “Sanitary Fund.” The Sanitary Fund was the forerunner 
of the Red Cross, was meant to relieve the sufferings created by the Civil War. The flour was sold 
many times during the day, each buyer returning it for resale. Over $6,000 was raised the first 
day. 
 
Other mining towns heard of the flour auction and challenged Gridley to bring it to their town which 
Gridley did, traveling over the country until $275,000 was raised. Final results, the flour sold at a 
price of $5,500 per pound. So great was the fame of the sack of flour that Austin adopted its 
replica for the city seal. The last auction of the sack of flour occurred at the St. Louis World’s Fair. 
 

OUR TOWN – BUNKO 
 

Bunko With so much easy money floating around, conditions in Austin were ripe for the bunko 
artist. The scam in question was the Reese River Navigation Company. Any of you who have 
been in Nevada might conclude that this is one of the most unlikely places in all the world to 
develop and operate a commercial canal. 
 
The Reese River Navigation Company was formed to haul valuable silver from Austin to Battle 
Mountain 92 miles to the north. While some stock was sold locally, the real target was the 
Eastern fat-cat financiers who were looking for places to sink their money and make a few fast 
bucks. 
 
Everyone who bought stock kissed their investment good-bye. The Reese River probably 
couldn’t float a canoe. Let alone a barge. Not a single barge ever floated down the Reese River, 
in fact there never was a barge in all Nevada. The Reese River being very crooked, being only a 
few feet wide and only a few inches deep, the “Navigation Company” was nothing more than a 
stock promotion. In other words, a rip-off. 

 OUR TOWN ON THE MOVE 
 
In 1874, the state legislature approved the construction of 92 miles of railroad from Battle 
Mountain to Austin. To do this the legislature had to override the veto of Governor Bradley. 
 
Lander County promised a $200,000 subsidy if the railroad could be completed in 5 years. After 
4 ½ years of procrastination and foot-dragging, the Austinites were exuberant to learn that the 
railroad was scheduled to be built by the Phelps-Stokes syndicate. 
 
At this point in time, only 5 months’ time remained for the line to reach Austin, if the subsidy was 
to be claimed. General Ledlie worked feverishly to bring the line to within 2 miles of Austin with 
less than one day to finish according to schedule. 
 
The Austin Town Board came to the rescue by holding a meeting behind closed doors and 
voted to extend the town limits by 2 miles bringing the city limits within a few feet of where the 
construction crews were working. The last rails were laid only minutes before the deadline to 
give Austin a railroad and the builders the $200,000 subsidy. From this we might conclude that 
political skullduggery was alive and kicking even then. 
 

OUR TOWN-DIED LAUGHING  
 

The old mining camp of Austin was once tagged “The Town that Died Laughing.” The town still 
lives and laughs, but the mood in town these days is a little grimmer. Austin’s primary reason for 
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survival, serving as the Lander County Seat, has been stripped away and given to bustling 
Battle Mountain. Austin was built on the riches of a mining strike, but a new mining boom and 
power plant, bolstered by Interstate I-80 and a major east-west rail line, Battle Mountain has 
grown 8 times that of present-day Austin. 
 
At its peak, Austin was a rowdy camp. The Newspapers complained that exuberant drunks fired 
guns in the streets which were already noisy from gorses and camels clopping along with 
supplies and ore.  Once there were almost as many mining and milling companies as people. 
There were at least 6,000 companies incorporated within a 3-year period. Many of them were 
pure fraud. 
 
The town’s Sazarac Liars Club and its lively often fiction-filled newspaper, the Reese River 
Reveille” prompted Western writer Oscar Lewin to title his 1960’s book about the fading boom 
town “The Town That Died Laughing.” 
 
The vote to relocate the county seat to a new location 92 miles away, after 116 years in Austin, 
was approved by almost 2 to 1. The Nevada State Supreme Court backed it up, and on 
December 10, 1979, the Court rejected Austin’s request for a re-hearing. Austin residents said 
that they still hoped to fight the move, perhaps by seceding from Lander County and merging 
with Churchill County to the west.  
 
“Incredible” Austin Nevada, which has rebounded on many occasions, could experience another 
come-back with new life and vigor, and may yet have the last laugh. 
 

 


