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Abstract

During the course of a cultural resource survey
conducted in the vicinity of Argenta, Eureka
County, Nevada, for Gold Fields Mining
Corporation, an old water works system was
recorded in Water Canyon. The system is
alluded to in a 1903 survey as supplying the
Southern Pacific Railroad which came through
the area in November of 1868. The gravity-
feed system consists of a water source at a
spring in the canyon, a sedimentation box, and
associated iron pipe. Archaeological
investigation of railroad resources can help us
"understand the construction methods and
maintenance requirements of railroads
operating in Nevada's hostile environment"
(Adkins 1991: 8-49). The system represents
water works engineering principles adapted to a
local situation, and may be the only recorded
example of its type from this period of early
railroading in Nevada.

Introduction

The discovery of gold in California in 1848 and
subsequently of gold and silver in Nevada in the
1860s, coupled with the westward migration of
easterners, created the need for a
transcontinental railroad. Five likely routes
were surveyed between 1853 and 1856
resulting in a comprehensive study of 13
volumes. By 1861, the need became urgent
with the advent of the Civil War. The Central
Pacific Railroad Company of California was
incorporated in June of 1861 and, in November
of 1862, only four months after President
Lincoln signed the Pacific Railroad Act, a
contract was signed between the United States
Government and the Central Pacific for the
construction of a railroad line over the Sierra
Nevada and across the Great Basin (Earl 1991,
Myrick 1962).

Railroad service was established between Reno
and Sacramento on July 6, 1968. In 1868,
stations were established at Winnemucca in
October, and at Reese River Station (Battle

Mountain), Argenta, and Carlin between
November and December. In December of
1868, the Central Pacific established an eating
station at Argenta.

Silver was discovered in the vicinity of Argenta
about 1867, but a limited amount of mining
activities were carried out at the north end of
the Shoshone Range where the Argenta mining
district is located. With the completion of the
Central Pacific to this point, a post office was
established at Argenta. A town began to develop
at the site (Stager 1977), and the Central
Pacific began a overland freight line to Austin
(Paher 1984). However, the Reese River
siding, located about 5 miles west of Argenta
station, proved to be more advantageously
located to serve the mining districts of the
Reese River Valley and particularly the
operations at Austin. In 1870, the entire town
of Argenta, buildings and all, were moved to the
vicinity of the Reese River siding, to be known
thereafter as Battle Mountain. Nevertheless,
Argenta remained as a siding on the Southern
Pacific Railroad, serving as a loading point for
barite ore (Stager 1977).

During the course of a cultural resource survey
for the Gold Fields Mining Corporation, the
remains of a water works that supplied water to
the siding at Argenta was identified and
recorded. In the field notes of Henry Turtell's
1903 Survey 229, he commented that the
"mountain range is drained by a deep canyon in
the western part and a small creek utilized by
the S.P. Railroad Company to pipe water to its
tank in Section 5" (1903:138).

Site Description and Discussion

The site (CRNV-12-10848 [BLM]) is situated
in and along the lower reaches of the main
drainage in Water Canyon (Figure 1), and
consists of the historic water works, as well as
a prospect with associated trash, and a sparse to
medium lithic scatter composed of basalt, chert
and obsidian debitage, tools, groundstone, and
two rock alignment features whose historic or

32



Nevada Archaeoloaist Volume 11 1993

Figure 1. Topographic location of water works site and Argenta Station. Argenta NV., USGS
7.5', 1985.

prehistoric affiliation is uncertain.

The prospect is located at the lower (north) end
of the site and consists of the sampling of a rock
outcrop and trash that includes seven tin cans,
six fragments of glass, milled lumber
fragments, a smashed, gray enamel-ware basin,

and bailing or electrical/telegraph wire. One
intact condensed milk can be dated to 1915-
1930, and a clear glass jar bottom contains the
trademark for the American Bottle Co. at
Streator, III., which used this particular
trademark between 1905 and 1916.
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At the upper (south) end of the site is
Feature 3, a mound constructed of earth and
rock (Figures 2 & 3). It is situated on the east
side of the stream. There is a 3" diameter iron
pipe (Pipe "B") protruding from the mound
and pointing downstream. In front of and below
the pipe is a horizontal iron grate that
measures 21 " x 60" and is perforated with
0.5" diameter holes. Beneath the grate is a
silted-in "cistern," of unknown depth. A 3"
diameter section of pipe (Pipe "A"), which
may be connected to the cistern, can be seen
rising vertically from the creek about three
feet downstream. Pipe "B" rests on a section of
3" diameter pipe (Pipe "C"). Another section
of pipe (Pipe "D") lies atop these.

It's placement and the placement of rocks
around it suggests that this configuration is
intentional. Pipe "C" appears to be part of this
configuration serving as a support for Pipe
"B". However, Pipe "D" appears not to be in
situ. Still another pipe, located on the upper
part (eastern side) of the mound, has been
placed in the ground vertically and is thought to
be associated with another feature, Feature 2.

Feature 2 is a fence constructed of used sections
of 2.13", 3", and 3.75" diameter pipe strung
with barbed wire. Consisting of two parallel
rows of pipe, it runs on both sides of the
stream. The distance between the two rows is
only 6 to 9 feet. It begins just above (south of)

Figure 2. Feature 3, view south showing modified spring with outlet pipe (B) and grate
that covers "cistern." Scale: 30 cm.

A trowel probe immediately in back (south) of
where Pipe "B" exits the mound revealed that
Pipe "B" extends into the mound at least 30".

Feature 3, and continues downstream for about
65 meters. Twenty-one pipe segments are still
in situ. At the lower end of this feature the

34


