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BACK STORY
Nevada Was Founded on National Trends

National trends and events have 
always played an important 
role in Nevada.  Nevada’s 
current motto – “All for Our 
Country” – and flag, which 
proclaims“Battle Born,” 
recognize that Nevada became 
a state during the Civil War 
and provided critical support to 
the Union. Yet, Nevada’s role 
in national trends started long 
before that.

Fueled by the discovery of gold 
at nearby Sutter’s Mill and the Gold 
Rush that followed, the California 
Trail brought hundreds of thousands 
of settlers through present-day 
Nevada. Permanent settlements 
slowly increased in the years that 
followed. Then, with the discovery of 
the Comstock Lode in 1859, people 
flocked from all over the country to 
strike it rich in Virginia City.  

However, mining and exploration  
were not the only important national 
trends that helped lay the foundation for 
Nevada. Technological advancements 
in transportation and communication 
greatly contributed to Nevada’s identity 
and its role in the union.  

Nevada’s western heritage 
is inextricably linked to the 
Pony Express, which was a 
major advancement in overland 
communications at the time. Although 
it was only in operation for less than 
two years, the Pony Express has 
come to symbolize the same frontier 
spirit on which Nevada was built. 
The Pony Express started operations 
in April 1860, before Nevada was 
even a separate territory. There were 
more than 30 stations across Nevada, 
from Friday's Station in modern-day 
Stateline along Lake Tahoe through 

Antelope Station northwest of Ely.  
However, just as the Pony 

Express was getting under way, the 
same national trend seeking faster 
and cheaper communication was 
creating its demise. On June 16, 
1860, Congress passed “An Act to 
Facilitate Communication between the 
Atlantic and Pacific States by Electric 
Telegraph.”  36 Cong., 12 Stat. 41, 
ch. 137 (1860). The transcontinental 
telegraph was completed in October 
1861, which effectively ended the 
Pony Express. Like the Pony Express, 
however, the transcontinental telegraph 
ran across Nevada.

The year 1861 was a momentous 
one. Pony Express riders were still 
racing along a route near modern-
day Highway 50. The Overland 
Telegraph Company was building 
the transcontinental telegraph in the 
same area. Moreover, earlier that year, 
Congress passed “An Act to organize 
the Territory of Nevada.”  36th Cong., 
12 Stat. 209, ch. 83 (1861). Thus, 
on March 2, 1861, the Territory of 
Nevada was born.  

While the Civil War was raging, 
Congress continued to encourage 
interstate transportation.  On July 
1, 1862, it passed “An Act to aid in 
the Construction of a Railroad and 
Telegraph Line from the Missouri 
River to the Pacific Ocean, and to 
secure to the Government the Use 
of the same for Postal, Military, 
and Other Purposes.” 37 Cong., 12 
Stat. 489, ch. 120 (1862). Although 
that original bill was amended over 
the years, it allowed the twin trends 
of faster communication and more 
efficient transportation to unite 
in a spectacular way through the 
transcontinental railroad.  

The combination of the 
transcontinental railroad and the 

mining boom lead to tremendous 
growth. In 1860, the population of 
what is now Nevada was estimated at 
less than 7,000. In just one decade, the 
population increased more than six fold 
to nearly 43,000.    

Of course, during the middle of this 
growth, Nevada became a state. Fittingly, 
national communications played a key 
role there, too. Nevada’s constitutional 
convention met and developed a state 
constitution in July 1864. On September 
1, 1864, the residents of the territory of 
Nevada voted to approve the constitution. 
Unfortunately, there was no easy way 
to deliver that constitution to President 
Abraham Lincoln.

Territorial Governor James Nye 
first tried to send certified copies of the 
Nevada Constitution to Washington by 
overland mail and by ship. When they 
had still not arrived, Governor Nye 
resorted to the telegraph lines. In what 
became the longest telegram in history 
at the time, the entire Nevada State 
Constitution was relayed from Carson 
City to Salt Lake City to Chicago to 
Philadelphia, and then to Washington, all 
at the enormous cost of more than $4,300 
in 1864. Although he may not have 
needed the votes, Nevada was admitted 
in time to cast electoral ballots for 
President Lincoln’s re-election victory.  

These are just some of the 
numerous and important national trends 
that led to Nevada’s admission as a 
state. Since 1864, Nevada has continued 
to be at the center of national issues. 
Nevadans are rightfully proud of their 
independence, but they should also 
be proud of how national trends have 
shaped Nevada and how Nevada has in 
turn helped shape the nation.  

BY RICHARD D. WILLIAMSON, ESQ.

RICHARD D. WILLIAMSON’S 
biography is on page 6.


