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Adolph Sutro and the Comstock Lode
by EDWARD SCHUMAN

T
 HE Comstock Lode is perhaps one of the greatest mining

discoveries of the world. Its precious metals became
vitally important to the U.S. Government when the Civil

War started in 1861, as it provided much of the funding neces-
sary to finance the war.

Credit for the discovery has been given to Henry Thomas Paige
Comstock. However, he was but one of a trio of partners; the
others were Peter O'Riley and Patrick McLaughlin. Strange as it
may seem, the original mining operation was for gold. These ear-
ly mining operations consisted of placing the top layers of earth in
a rocker, and by washing away the dirt, the particles of placer gold
ore settled in the bottom of the rocker. Mixed with the dirt was a
quantity of heavy black stuff that puzzled the uneducated miners.
They believed it to be some worthless base metal that clogged
their rockers and interfered with the washing out of the fine gold
dust. For a long time, Comstock and his partners cursed the
heavy black stuff that accompanied the gold, and the lumps in
which most of the gold was embedded. Samples were sent to
California for assay purposes. It was not until an analysis was
made, and the results known, that anyone in Nevada knew that
this heavy black stuff was almost pure silver. With the return of the
assayed samples came a rush of gold seekers from California. The
results of the test so astonished the assayer that he could hardly
believe his figures, or his eyes. But other assays verified those first
made, and the immense richness of both the silver and gold could
no longer be doubted.

The fate of the discoverers is another story. Comstock sold his
interest for $10,000, which he used to open mining supply
stores in Carson City and Silver City. With no education or busi-
ness acumen, and unable to keep proper business records, he
was soon broke. He later prospected in Idaho and Montana
without success, and in a fit of despair he committed suicide in
1870, blowing out his brains with a six-shooter. Patrick
McLaughlin sold his interest in the Ophir, which was the original
discovery mine, for $3.500. He soon lost this money. He finally
died while wandering from mine to mine. working as a cook.
Peter O'Riley sold his interest at a later date for $50,000, a por-
tion of which was received in dividends. He erected the Virginia
House. a stone hotel on B Street in Virginia City. He began
dealing in mining stocks and soon lost everything. He went in-
sane, and was sent to a private asylum in Woodbridge, Cali-
fornia where he died. The original discoverers received a pit-
tance for their find ; millions of dollars were made by those who
came after.

There were quite a few Mexicans working in the California
placer mines at that time. When silver was discovered, they
abandoned their California work and flocked to Nevada. The
cry of "Plata, macho plata" was raised among them. A surface
gold placer mine is soon worked out, but a silver mine lasts from
generation to generation.

In 1859, the Americans knew nothing about silver mining. At
that time, among all the miners on the Pacific Coast, perhaps
not even a dozen had ever seen a sample of silver ore. Mexican
miners were not any better at working a vein underground than
they were on the surface. Ore was carried in rawhide sacks up a
notched pole or ladder. The timbering was very defective, and
they simply did not know how to support the ground properly.

It was soon discovered that there were a few German miners
in the region who had worked in the silver mines in their own
country. Some had even been educated at the mining academy
in Freyberg, and had received scentific and practical training in
the art of mining. These men had come to California when news
of the gold strike of 1848 reached them. The mining and metal-
lurgical knowledge of these few men was the best that existed in
any part of the world. They were eagerly sought-after by the
mine operators and were given lucrative incentives in return for
their employment and expertise. Many improvements and in-
ventions to facilitate the Comstock mining operations were de-
vised by these German engineers.

A heavy flow of water began early in the mining of the Com-
stock Lode. As the depth of the water increased in the mines,
larger and heavier pumps were used to extract it. At first the
water was cold. but soon the tapping of deeper veins of ore led
to water that was warm and then hot : hot enough to boil an egg.
and to scald a man to death almost instantly. Hot water called
for fans to ventilate those areas not under water, as the miners
could hardly work in the heated air created by the hot water.

As the water rose, and mine shafts became flooded and un-
workable, they were soon abandoned. Tons and tons of
precious ore became immersed in water, in some cases reaching
depths of more than one hundred feet.

It took the genius of one man, a German immigrant, to devise
a way to drain this water, and thus preserve the fortune in silver.

Adolph Henrich Joseph Sutro was born in Prussia April 29th,
1830. He was educated in mineralogy at the best polytechnic
schools in Germany. His family, consisting of six brothers and
four sisters, emigrated to New York following the father's death
in 1850. It was during the voyage that Sutro learned of the
discovery of gold in California. He soon settled the family in
Baltimore and immediately left for the California gold fields.
When news of the Comstock Lode reached California, he
journeyed to Nevada. Beyond a doubt, he was better prepared
for mining operations and their problems than the majority of
those who were working the mines there.

While surface water was scarce in Virginia City, there was a
superabundance of it, both hot and cold, under ground in the
mines. The miners were often trapped or barely escaped the tor-
rents of water in the vast subterranean reservoirs that were
unexpectedly tapped. Many mines were abandoned as the flow
of water exceeded the ability of the pumps to drain them.

Sutro conceived the idea of running a tremendous drain tun-
nel under the Comstock Lode from the lowest possible point.
This idea was opposed by the silver kings who believed that their
profit structures would diminish if some of these closed mines
were reopened. Those on each side of the issue provided
money to be used either for or against the building of this tunnel.
Finally a charter for the building of the tunnel was received from
the Nevada legislature on February 4th, 1865.

Originally Nevada was a part of the Utah Territory. This area
was organized by Brigham Young in 1849 as the State of
Deseret, a Morman community. Young asked Congress to ad-
mit it to the Union as a state. However, President Millard
Fillmore established it as the Territory of Utah in 1850. The non-
Mormans claimed that the territory of Utah did not protect them,
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and, in 1852 and again in 1856, asked to be annexed to Califor-
nia. Congress ignored their request since less than 1000 persons
lived in the area. By 1861 however, so many people had moved
into the territory that President James Buchanan declared the
area the Nevada Territory and a territorial governor was sent from
New York. The federal government needed another anti-slavery
state to ensure ratification of the amendments to the Constitution
urged by President Lincoln. Thus Nevada, though it fell far short
of the established population to qualify for statehood, was admit-
ted to the Union as a state on March 3rd, 1863. The federal
charter necessary for the building of the tunnel was granted by an
Act of Congress on July 25th, 1866.

Sutro had raised enough capital in the United States and
Europe to begin work on the tunnel in October 1869. The min-
ing companies agreed to pay a toll of $2.00 per ton of ore ex-
tracted from the mines due to the aid of the drainage tunnel.
Ten years later the great Sutro tunnel was completed. Mines
which had been flooded to a depth of more than 100 feet, and
which long ago had been abandoned, were now reopened.
Others, which had been closed because of heat and toxic gases,
were adequately ventilated by the tunnel which was 16 feet wide
and 12 feet high. The flow of water through the tunnel has been
gauged to be over 10,000,000 gallons in a 24-hour period.
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Many of the silver kings had disposed of their holdings prior to
the completion of the tunnel, as they had advance information
that the rich veins of ore were diminishing, and that their mines
would soon be exhausted. In all, however, the yields of the
Comstock Lode, from its discovery in 1859 until 1889, was be-
tween $350,000,000 and $400,000,000.

Royalties on the Sutro tunnel made Adolph Sutro a million-
aire many times over. He sold out at an advantageous time and
moved to San Francisco, where he wisely invested his money in
real estate. He formed a stock brokerage firm, Sutro and Co.,
which dealt in mining and related shares. In 1894 he ran for
mayor of San Francisco, and was the first to be elected on the
Populist ticket. A part of his fortune was devoted to a collection
of fine art and a library. In 1887 he presented San Francisco
with a copy of Fredric A. Barthold's statute of "Liberty En-
lightening the World."

Numismatically, Adolph Sutro is remembered by several
stock certificates of mining interests, of the Sutro Tunnel certifi-
cates and by signed bank checks that bear either his signature or
that of a company representative.

Much of the material for this article comes from A History of the Com-

stock Silver Lode and Mines, by Dan De Quille, published in 1889.

Huntoon continued from page 268
Addition to Part Two

The last seven listings of Table 1 on page 217 should be amended as follows:

Combination
Beginning
Number

First
Delivery

First Prefixed
Number

500-500-500-1000 134 Feb 	 19, 1866 none
1000 106 Nov 	 28, 1864 L952
1000-1000-1000-1000 127 Apr 	 22, 1865 none
20 X22 blue Oct 	 14, 1873 X22 blue
20-50 K85 blue Jan 	 15, 1874 K85 blue
50 A22 blue Sep 	 11, 1874 A22 blue
50-50-100 A71 blue Feb 	 17, 1874 A71 blue
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