
W   ith the publication of Monumental Lies: Early Nevada 
Folklore of the Wild West in 2023, my four decades of 
considering the role of mining in shaping the region’s 

traditions has finally borne fruit.1  The title memorializes the central role 
played by deceit in the folklore of the West. That playful factor aside, the 
mining industry is key to the other three cornerstones of regional stories 
that circulated during the nineteenth century.

Mining itself represents the first of these cornerstones.  The quest 
for gold and silver enflamed the imagination, and many of the narratives 
that emerged as people settled the West dealt with how to acquire wealth 
and how others succeeded or failed in the endeavor.  Without mining, 
beginning with the California Gold Rush of 1849 and continuing to the 
present, the folklore of the region would have looked very different.

The remaining two cornerstones are directly linked to the industry, 
namely its demographic consequences.  Mining caused—and continues 
to inspire—dramatic fluctuations in the growth and decline of commu-
nities.  In addition, mining has historically attracted a diverse assortment 
of fortune seekers, the second population-based factor affecting regional 
traditions.  The groundbreaking historian of the mining West, J. S. Hol-
liday, eloquently expressed this phenomenon with the title of his semi-
nal publication, The World Rushed In: The California Gold Rush Experi-
ence.2  What was true in 1849 has consistently been the case ever since: 
the lure of precious metals attracts an international array of people, who 
just as easily abandon a place when a resource is exhausted.

The pivotal role of rapid population change presented a situation 
that can seem contrary to the growth of tradition: the discipline of 
folklore studies was founded on the idea that it is possible to collect 
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ancient evidence of stories told and rituals prac-
ticed.  This romanticized view of folklore and the 
past motivated early collectors in Europe.  It may 
seem counterintuitive, then, to consider oral tra-
ditions when dealing with a quickly changing so-
ciety, where people were always chasing the next 
bonanza.  After careful consideration, however, 
it became clear that because of—rather than de-
spite—this consequence of the industry, the min-
ing West proved to be a dynamic setting for the 
growth of folklore.

In fact, a diverse and constantly changing 
population enhanced the establishment of local 
traditions, as residents shaped and reshaped their 
origin story and struggled to establish a distinct 
identity for their new home.  A booming mining 
district experiences a sudden influx of newcom-
ers who typically outnumber the earliest miners 
and prospectors who had worked the area.  In the 

example of the Comstock Mining District, now 
in western Nevada, a handful of California-style 
placer miners toiled for a decade until the first big 
strikes occurred in 1859. Hundreds arrived that 
summer, and thousands followed in 1860.  Re-
peated waves of new arrivals enhanced the demo-
graphic instability.3

More important, the earliest placer miners 
lacked the skill to begin work underground, or 
the ability to invest in large-scale undertakings.  
Because of this, they usually sold out to inves-
tors who arrived in the first or second post-strike 
waves.  The effect of this process was that even 
after a few months, newcomers to the prosper-
ous mining district had little direct way to under-
stand the foundation of their new home.  With-
out a written history and with few first residents 
in their midst, people relied on stories that were 
circulating for insight into what had previously 

Figure 1:  Fred Hart published The Sazerac Lying Club: A Nevada Book in 1878, celebrating deceit, a 
cornerstone of western folklore.  A lying club in Austin, Nevada, if it truly existed, was reputed to have in-

spired a similar institution in Virginia City.  On the wall, there is an illustration of young George 
Washington chopping down a cherry tree, placed there for irony.  According to legend, when his father 
questioned young Washington about the deed, the boy confessed with the preface, “I cannot tell a lie.” 

(Fred Hart, The Sazerac Lying Club.  Author’s collection.)
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transpired.  The folkloric process honed the nar-
rative.  This became a fertile breeding ground for 
historical legends, casting the earliest placer min-
ers and their discoveries into mythic terms.

William Wright, more widely known by his 
pen name, Dan De Quille, took center stage when 
it came to documenting the folklore of the region.  
He earned local fame as an excellent journalist 
who understood the mines better than most of 
his colleagues.  He gained some regional, if not 
national, fame for his hoxes, but for the past cen-
tury, De Quille has been mostly remembered as 
the lesser associate of Samuel Clemens who select-
ed his pen name, Mark Twain, while working in 
Nevada in 1863.  Despite lacking the success and 
fame of his fellow writer, De Quille published his 
History of the Big Bonanza in 1876, providing the 
first comprehensive attempt to chronicle the first 
years of the Comstock Mining District.4 

De Quille’s book was soon eclipsed by a more 
serious history, written by Eliot Lord in 1883.5  
This caused many to view De Quille’s effort as a 
passing lark, more humor than history, and cru-
cially, less amusing than Twain’s Roughing It, pub-
lished in 1872.6  Nevertheless, De Quille’s work 
assumes remarkable importance when consider-
ing the mining West through a folkloric lens.  He 
was gathering what can be regarded as legends, 
narratives told generally to be believed, beginning 
with letters he wrote in 1860 when he first arrived 
on the Comstock.7

To be fair, De Quille would not have under-
stood the stories he recorded as folklore.  The 
term had only been coined fourteen years ear-
lier, at which point it was taken to refer to hoary 
tales like those gathered by the Brothers Grimm.  
Nevertheless, De Quille’s legacy is extraordinary 
in this context.  He documented an array of sto-

Figure 2:  Folklore celebrated the strike on June 8, 1859, establishing the Comstock 
Mining District in what was then the far western part of the Utah Territory.  Numerous 

illustrations captured the moment when Henry Comstock arrived and argued himself 
into a share of the claim.  This example is from The History of the Big Bonanza (1876) 

by William Wright, using the penname Dan De Quille. (Author’s collection.)
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ries that were clearly circulating at the time, a co-
alescing folk tradition responding to the dynamic 
growth of mining in the region.8

One of the things that De Quille and oth-
ers celebrated was a seeming contradiction in the 
incredible prosperity of the booming mining dis-
trict and the realization that the first discoverers 
sold their interest for what often amounted to 
only a few thousand dollars.  Many who sought to 
understand this regarded the first players as fool-
ish, insane, or drunken—or some combination of 
these attributes.  This, then, became pivotal in the 
first layer of folklore that took root in the Nevada 
Territory as it was organized in the autumn of 
1861.

A range of misunderstandings and falsehoods 
became attached to the earliest miners in the 
area.  Of course, false does not necessarily equate 
to folklore.  Some stories have elements of verac-
ity or are entirely true: what was essential is that 
they circulated in the pool of popular narratives.  
That said, encountering the false or improbable is 
a good indication that the roots of a story are, in-
deed, in folklore.

In the case of Allen and Hosea Grosh, narra-

tives about the brothers were circulating as early 
as 1860, according to De Quille.  Their tale de-
scribed an earlier discovery of silver within a few 
miles of the 1859 strikes, but fate was unkind.  In 
1857 the Grosh brothers met their tragic ends: 
one died of blood poisoning after striking his an-
kle with a pickaxe; the other died of the effects of 
frostbite after crossing the Sierra during a Novem-
ber snowstorm.9 

When their father initiated a lawsuit fought 
in the courts between 1863 and 1865, wind bil-
lowed the sail of the tragic tale.  Most would have 
been unaware that the Grosh brothers had been 
prospecting for silver in the region.  Nevertheless, 
their achievement was impressive, and it gave their 
father reason to hope that he could leverage a legal 
claim into some of the profits from the mines.  Al-
though the lawsuit failed, the names of the Grosh 
brothers had entered wider circulation.10

As a result of this, the Grosh name became at-
tached to a common motif in the mining West, 
namely that of the lost mine.  Their narrative did 
not become as popular or as well honed as its 
better-known counterpart, the story of the Lost 
Dutchman Mine in Arizona.  Still, the pathos of 
discovery and fatal tragedy were essential to keep-
ing the story of the Grosh brothers alive.  Indeed, 
it is still told on the Comstock to this day.

Accounts of the first strikes in 1859 were soon 
told as historical legends, quickly stepping away 
from fact into the realm of myth.  These narratives 
described the earliest months of the mining dis-
trict with memory lost in the fog of the past.  In 

Figure 3.  William Wright was writing as Dan De 
Quille even before he began submitting articles to the 
Territorial Enterprise in late 1861.  He became the 
dean of Comstock journalism during the nineteenth 
century, reporting on the mining district for nearly 
forty years.  In this most recent consideration of his 
many contributions, he is celebrated for gathering 

stories featured in the folklore of his time.  (Courtesy 
of  the Special Collections and University Archives 

Department, University of Nevada, Reno, Libraries.)
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these cases, some of the first discoverers lingered 
for several months, so the first and second waves 
of new arrivals would have had a fleeting oppor-
tunity to hear first- or second-hand stories.  It did 
not take long, however, for legends repeatedly re-
told to grow in their flamboyance, drifting from 
verifiable or even plausible history.

For example, the naming of Virginia City in 
late 1860 quickly became a fixture of local leg-
end, and yet the truth of the account remains 
unknown.  The story features an illiterate placer 
miner named James “Old Virginny” Finny, a na-
tive of the Virginia Commonwealth.  Noted for 
his drunkenness and remembered as one of the 
first to make the big strike in Gold Hill, Finny was 
reputed to have been walking home one autumn 
night, staggering about in a newer community 
that was taking form to the north of Gold Hill.  
Finney stumbled and broke his bottle of whiskey.  
Some of the precious elixir lingered in the base of 
the shattered vessel, and not wishing to waste it, 

Finny poured it on the ground and declared that 
he was baptizing the newly founded town as Vir-
ginia, in honor of his home.

Did this really occur?  Perhaps.  There is no 
way of knowing.  The written record describes a 
community debate that considered the names 
Ophir and Winnemucca before settling on Vir-
ginia City.11  It is significant that many people were 
repeating the story about Finney and his whiskey 
within months of when it allegedly occurred, but 
folklore can be deceptive when it comes to truth.  
Whether this really happened does not matter in 
this context; what is significant is that the story 
circulated and can be regarded as part of the oral 
tradition that was taking root as the community 
was first settled.  The historical legend can be dat-
ed to late 1860 when the community did, indeed, 
adopt the name, and the episode remains an im-
portant element in local storytelling, yet another 
example of a frequently told narrative.12

There were also numerous legends about the 

Figure 4:  People continue to tell the story of James “Old Virginny” Finney christening the 
ground with whiskey, giving the young community the name of Virginia City.  (Wright, 

History of the Big Bonanza.  Author’s collection.)
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transactions that involved the first discoverers 
selling their claims.  In these cases, narratives of-
ten drift much further away from truth.  A ubiq-
uitous motif in these transactions was that a horse 
figured into the price of the sale.  This became a 
shorthand device to describe the absurdity of 
these early transactions for nominal fees, involv-
ing claims that would prove to be worth millions.  
De Quille, likely borrowing from his contempo-
rary oral tradition, described Old Virginny as sell-
ing his interest in a pivotal mine “for an old horse, 
a pair of blankets, and a bottle of whisky.”13

Henry DeGroot, an early reporter of events 
in the western Great Basin, recounted how a lo-
cal horse breeder, J. D. Winters of Washoe Valley, 
traded some gold coins and a horse for a share 
in one of the earliest claims.  The placer miners 
recognized the need to take a technological step 
up and wished to use the horse in an arrastra, an 
expedient approach to milling borrowed from 
Mexican miners and used in the early West.  With 
perception akin to that of a folklorist14, DeGroot 
commented upon how the horse in this verified 
transaction affected accounts of those that fol-
lowed: “in this way Winters got into the Ophir 
as one of the locators, and from this came the ‘old 
horse’ story that has always been saddled upon 
Old Virginia—to fix it still more firmly upon the 
old fellow, the bottle of whisky was added.”15

The story is repeated many times throughout 
subsequent decades, but this is not merely liter-
ary borrowings.16  Again, the story persists in oral 
tradition, and it appears that the horse, often with 
the whiskey, was easily attached to the tale of any 
number of transactions held by many of the first 
prospectors.  The point of these legends was to 
characterize the early claimants as ridiculously 
out of touch with the fortune at their fingertips.  
Recognizing the value of the claims, however, is a 
matter of the keenness of hindsight. 

Mark Twain famously exploited the motif of 
the horse in Roughing It, his farcical memoir of 
his western sojourn:

An individual who owned twenty feet 
in the Ophir mine before its great riches 
were revealed to men, traded it for a horse, 
and a very sorry-looking brute he was, 
too.  A year or so afterward, when Ophir 
stock went up to three thousand dollars a 
foot, this man, who had not a cent, used 
to say he was the most startling example 
of magnificence and misery the world had 
ever seen—because he was able to ride a 
sixty-thousand-dollar horse—yet could 
not scrape up cash enough to buy a saddle, 
and was obliged to borrow one or ride 
bareback.  He said if fortune were to give 
him another sixty-thousand-dollar horse 
it would ruin him.17

Twain likely heard the story—or stories—
about horses in mining transactions while he 
worked as a journalist in Virginia City between 
1862 and 1864.

Intuitively, it might seem that Twain would be 
central to a treatment of the folklore of the West, 
but the nature of his writing takes him a step re-
moved from this analysis.  Folklorist Carolyn 
Brown suggests that Roughing It can be regarded 
as an extended tall tale, its own genre of folklore, 
but Twain’s book is more of a literary adaptation 
of what circulated in oral tradition.18  His genius 
was in adapting what he heard—stories and the 
way people spoke—for his remarkable novels.  
Folklore lurks beneath his craft, but his purpose-
fully mutated stories in print do not provide an 
easy path to what was circulating at the time.  For 
that, De Quille remains the better authority. 

From the contemporary point of view, placer 
miners considered the possibilities represented 
by their claims and took the bird in the hand in 
preference to two—or more—in the bush.  Most 
had already extracted thousands of dollars in gold 
from surface deposits during the first months 
following the big strikes.  In addition, they rec-
ognized that valuable ore might pinch out with 
another few feet of excavation, for that was too of-
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ten how mining booms ended.  More important, 
they understood that the technological and finan-
cial demands of extensive underground hard-rock 
mining were beyond their abilities.  Further, the 
discovery in July 1859 that silver was an impor-
tant part of the matrix accentuated the realization 
that sophisticated and expensive milling would be 
required.  Selling out for a few thousand dollars 
made perfect sense at the time.

Despite the obvious reasons for selling claims 
and leaving the embryonic district, these justifi-
cations were largely forgotten within months as 
newcomers arrived.  They took the opportunity to 
ridicule the early claimants for abandoning what 
was a good thing, something that seemed obvious 
from their point of view.  The narratives surround-
ing this earliest chapter of the mining district con-
sequently transformed into stories about how the 
first prospectors were drunk, insane, lazy or some 
combination of these characteristics.

The mechanic of early folklore is clear in the 
transformation of the Nevada origin story with 
the lost mine of the Grosh brothers and sales fea-
turing a horse and a bottle of whiskey.  The notion 
of folklore with ancient roots could not apply in 
a place where thousands had just arrived, but the 
fresh foundation of the community did not pre-

vent it from becoming a home to new traditions.  
This insight is not in itself innovative.  I devel-
oped this theme in the 1990s, culminating in my 
first chapter in The Roar and the Silence: A History 
of Virginia City and the Comstock Lode.19  Never-
theless, Monumental Lies takes the demographic 
consequences of mining even further, combining 
them with the larger effect of the mining industry 
on folklore as it took shape in the West.

Changes in approaches caused the first placer 
miners to be replaced by corporate owners and 
wage earners.  As one early phase yielded to the 
next, a sort of technological amnesia took hold, 
so that today there is an assumption that under-
ground labor directly followed the placer miners.  
All but forgotten was the period of open pit exca-
vations when simple placer diggings transformed 
into the industrial-scale processing of surface de-
posits.

That said, the evolution in the method of min-
ing was only one way in which the changing indus-
try affected folklore.  For two decades, repeated 
fluctuations in bullion production caused people 
to leave, only to be replaced by newcomers, pro-
viding a steady stream of new audiences for stories 
that were told, retold, and mutated along the way.  
While miners employed various types of technol-

Figure 5:  Constructed in 1863, the 
Territorial Enterprise building on 
North C Street served the famed 

newspaper until it burned in 1875.  
Mark Twain and Dan De Quille 
worked at this location.  Although 

both are celebrated as Nevada’s most 
famous journalistic hoaxers, De 
Quille stood out for his expert 

reporting on the mining industry.  
(Courtesy of the Special Collections 
and University Archives Depart-

ment, University of Nevada, Reno, 
Libraries.)
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ogy, which consequently affected the traditions 
of the region, the industry itself also became the 
subject of oral narratives.  Monumental Lies de-
scribes how it is important to understand that the 
folklore of the Intermountain West consisted of 
both stories about mining told by those outside 
the industry as well as the legends and beliefs of 
the miners themselves.20 

This difference of perspective is crucial when 
evaluating folklore preserved in primary sources.  
Clearly there was overlap, since miners and non-
miners told stories to one another: miners would 
have heard surface accounts that discussed aspects 
of their industry, even if they featured a layman’s 
perspective.  The stories of the miners, however, 
were their exclusive property, being what folklor-
ists would term laborlore.

De Quille, as was often the case, collected evi-
dence of narratives that centered on mining but 
were the common property of the larger commu-
nity. For example, treacherous open shafts were 
a frequent topic for persons who lived in their 

proximity.  De Quille published an account of 
animals and people falling into a shaft, each land-
ing on the previous.  The cushion of the successive 
victims spared lives but broke bones.21  Similarly, 
De Quille recounted a story about a teamster who 
had left his oxen chained together but unhitched 
so that they could graze:

They were fastened together in a string by 
a heavy log chain which passed through 
their several yokes…. In picking along they 
reached an old shaft, round which those on 
the lead had passed; then moving forward 
had so straightened the line as to pull a 
middle yoke into the mouth of the shaft.  
All then followed, going down like links 
of sausage.  The shaft was three hundred 
feet in depth, and that bonanza of beef still 
remains unworked at its bottom.22

Accounts like these may have been based on 
actual events, but, again, circulation is more im-

Figure 6:  In 1876, Dan De Quille published an account of oxen being pulled into a mining 
shaft.  The story, which underscores the hazard of living near industry, likely circulated in 

local oral tradition.  (Wright, History of the Big Bonanza.  Author’s collection.)
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portant than truth when considering the place 
that a narrative may have had in local folklore.  
Fortunately, De Quille, and others for that mat-
ter, often indicated when a story was commonly 
told.

To this point the stories presented have been 
about miners and their mines.  Although these 
narratives likely circulated among those who 
toiled underground and in the mills, they do not 
reflect the legends and traditions of the workers 
themselves.  Unfortunately, the laborlore of the 
miners can be elusive in the written record.  It was 
undoubtedly far richer than we can know, for no 
one was attempting to collect underground tradi-
tions, per se, in the nineteenth century.  Never-
theless, some things can be deduced.  Although 
the period saw the growth of mining engineering 
as an academic pursuit, there remained much in 
the way the industry was practiced that was tradi-
tional, implementing skills handed down through 
generations by word of mouth. 

Donald Hardesty’s exploration of historical 
forms of mining technology in Nevada docu-
ments both the new and the folkloric.  The 
previously mentioned arrastra was a tradi-
tional, Mexican means of milling ore, its roots 
solidly planted in folklore.  Similarly, when 
archaeologists documented one thousand feet 
of a newly reopened historic adit in Virginia 

City, it was possible to observe traditional tech-
nologies in situ.  Tools and even clothing had been 
left behind when the mouth of the mine collapsed 
decades earlier.  The tools and approaches that the 
miners implemented were the cheapest and sim-
plest possible.  The Comstock was known for its 
cutting-edge industry, but when miners hoped to 
make their own discoveries with privately held 
claims, they resorted to the traditional.23

Published in 1881, A Glossary of Mining and 
Metallurgical Terms by Rossiter Raymond pro-
vides a hint of the range of possibilities when it 
comes to the traditional vocabulary of the indus-
try, for this, too, is a matter of folklore.  He docu-
mented thousands of words, many with roots in 
generations of use rather than being modern and 
academically conceived.  Raymond also included 
the country of origin for each term, pulling back 
the curtain on the amazing diversity of the min-
ers who added facets to the way that mining was 

Figure 7:  In 1991, a team of archaeolo-
gists documented a newly discovered adit 
on the north end of Virginia City, within 

the National Historic Landmark District.  
The mouth of the excavation had collapsed 
around the turn of the twentieth century, 

preserving tools, workstations, and mechan-
ics.  Wooden tracks capped with iron served 
as an inexpensive alternative where the adit 

was straight, but where a cart needed to 
navigate a turn, iron rails were necessary.  

(Author’s photo.)
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practiced.  The folklore of the underground min-
er of the American West was a mosaic, reflecting 
the diversity that came together to form its own, 
unique laborlore.  What drew from the entire 
globe in turn became international, as these work-
ers carried their folklore—including the tradi-
tional terms and technologies—across the world-
wide mining frontier.24

Some of the clearest documentation of min-
ing laborlore centered on underground pranks.  
In the 1930s and 1940s, Wayland Hand (1907-
1986), an important twentieth-century folklor-
ist of the West, recorded accounts of well-crafted 
practical jokes, which in turn circulated as narra-
tives about the incidents; both the prank and the 
story were expressions of the period’s folklore.  He 
also recorded the dictum against whistling under-
ground, as well as issues related to candles, partic-
ularly when their flames faltered or extinguished.  
Hand also noted the prohibition against harming 
underground rats, and other traditions related to 
mules and unlucky numbers.25

In all, Hand went a long way toward docu-
menting the folklore of miners in early-twenti-
eth-century California, but defining the dynamic 
forces at play as traditions coalesced is another 
matter.  This is particularly the case when it comes 
to understanding the contrast between the emerg-
ing folklore of the West and the laborlore of the 
specialist.  The subject of ghosts is critically im-
portant when exploring what separated percep-
tions in the mines from those on the surface.  By 
midcentury, and especially in the wake of the Civ-
il War, many North Americans joined their Eu-
ropean counterparts in celebrating the rise of the 
spiritualist movement.  The nineteenth century 
opened with a near universal fear of the spirits of 
the dead throughout North America and Europe.  
As the decades unfolded, the direction of the wind 
began to shift, and efforts to summon dead spirits 
at séances became increasingly common.26

Earlier folklore tells of similar efforts to con-
tact the deceased, but legends invariably conclud-
ed with the horrible punishment of those who 

Figure 8:  Mining with heavy equipment and explosives made for a dangerous 
occupation.  Underground accidents were frequent and dreaded.  Death was often 
the consequence, and predictability, incidents became topics in folklore.  (Wright, 

History of the Big Bonanza.  Author’s collection.)
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would attempt such a deed.  In the second half of 
the nineteenth century, however, there was a gen-
eral sense that the spirit world could be domes-
ticated.  Humanity’s command of all things was 
extending into the beyond.  Now, people could 
summon ghosts and interrogate them for the 
amusement of the living, all without fear of ret-
ribution.  This was a profoundly important shift 
in a millennia-old tradition that warned against 
dealings with the dead.  In the decades following 
the American Civil War, stories circulated about 
how séances were yielding insights gained from 
beyond.27

Miners working underground did not join in 
this new view of the departed.  Ghosts remained 
something to be feared, and the idea of summon-
ing the dead while exploring the dreadful depths 
would have been unthinkable.  This dangerous 
place was not a likely setting for the emerging 
brand of spirit domestication.  The Victorian-era 
sense of being able to command and exploit the 
entire world including the beyond was restricted 
to the surface.  Feared possibilities lingered in the 
miners’ adits and drifts, and danger defined their 
perspective.28

This dichotomy is vividly illustrated with the 
tommyknocker, the elfin-like spirit of the mines.  
The story of the tommyknocker is a folkloric cu-
riosity because it is rare for traditions about a su-
pernatural being to emigrate from the Old World.  
Not only did the Cornish knocker manage to 
survive the trip, but it also thrived in the mining 
West, diffusing to non-Cornish workers, and that 
is nearly unprecedented.  In Britain, the knocker 
and its cousins were often entwined with spirits of 
the dead: the Cornish often claimed the knockers 
were the lingering spirits of Jewish slaves sent to 
work there during Roman times.

In fact, Northern European fairies—featured 
with a variety of names—were often seen as ex-
pressions of ancient spirits of forgotten people.29  
That is a different process, however, distinct from 
the idea of ghosts of the recently deceased.  In the 
mines of the West, there could be no ancient spir-

its laboring underground, and the line separating 
human spirits and mining fairies blurred.  It was 
not always clear whether the miners thought their 
adits were haunted by ghosts of miners who had 
recently died or by something more elf-like. 

Hand documented miners leaving bread-
crumbs before clay statues of tommyknockers, 
much as occurred in Cornwall.  This practice was 
far from offering tributes to dead miners.  Instead, 
the clay tommyknockers clearly drew from the old 
stock of European mining elves, and yet, there is 
other evidence that underground belief shifted 
along the spectrum that included both ghost and 
fairy.  Folklore is notoriously fluid.30 

Hand documented an example of this when 
he described how “one miner quit the Wyoming 
Mine in Nevada County [California] in a hurry 
when he heard tapping, which he called a ghost; 
more seasoned miners chuckled and said it was 
only a Tommy Knocker.”31  One miner’s ghost 

Figure 9:  Following Wayland Hand’s description, 
a clay tommyknocker fashioned by the author with 
red matchstick eyes is a twin of what was placed on 

exhibit in 1986 at the Historic Fourth Ward School 
Museum in Virginia City.  Hand described miners 
leaving food for these objects, an act related to the 

tommyknocker’s elfin origins.  The practice was also 
documented in Cornwall.  (Author’s photo.)
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was another’s tommyknocker.  Boundaries can 
be vague in the realm of folklore.  The important 
thing is how definitions could be flexible, and 
when it came to tommyknockers and ghosts, the 
difference was vague.  The only time when percep-
tion was keen was when miners believed they were 
encountering a ghost of someone they had known.  
Such a spirit would not likely be confused with a 
more elfin one.

Of even greater significance was, again, the 
difference between those above ground as op-
posed to the miners themselves.  The tommy-
knocker, like the underground ghost, was a fear-
ful thing, lurking in a dangerous environment 
that was not as easily domesticated as the world 
above.  Of course, tommyknockers also could be 
simply mischievous or even beneficial, but, in 
general, they were regarded as best avoided.  The 
persistence of the tradition was given voice by a 
miner who worked in Golconda, Nevada, during 
the 1950s.  One night after he had been drinking, 
he crept into an abandoned level to “sleep it off.”  
He awoke to sounds in the mine, convinced that 
it was a tommyknocker, and he was terrified.32  No 
sensible worker would seek to summon a ghost or 
a tommyknocker within a mine, regardless of the 
decade.

By the middle of the twentieth century, peo-
ple above ground began celebrating tommyknock-
ers by naming shops after the supernatural beings, 
and crafting dolls of the entities for sale.  Those 
who did not venture underground regarded the 
elfin creatures as quaint and not a matter of terror.  
The difference between the widespread western 
folklore and the laborlore has persisted.33  With-
out understanding how traditions above ground 
and in the mines were distinct, unraveling what 
one encounters in the West can be a challenge.  
This understanding is a necessary building block 
to begin the process of tackling the subject.

At the meeting of the Mining History Asso-
ciation in Tonopah, Nevada, in 2000, I proposed 
an effort to gather mining folklore, with a call to 
members to contribute traditions and stories that 

they had encountered.  Understandably, there was 
no response to that request.  Folklore is one of 
those terms that is bandied about but rarely un-
derstood.  Monumental Lies is my effort, over two 
decades later, to place the industry’s traditions 
into context.  While I set myself the challenge to 
do this as early as 1980, putting my arms around 
the topic was an elusive goal, and when it comes 
to the folklore of the mining world itself, my ef-
fort only touches the periphery.  A bonanza of 
possibilities remains to be tapped.

My latest book is more an effort to place 
mining folklore into a larger context than it is a 
thorough exploration of this important aspect of 
international laborlore.  Mining folklore consists 
of what others say and believe about the indus-
try, juxtaposed with how its workers themselves 
saw—and see—their craft and the setting of their 
careers.  All of this was shaped by the context 
of communities that often burst into existence, 
prone to dissipating just as quickly.

The effort here is to tease out the mining 
thread from a larger tapestry.  Monumental Lies 
explores the context, placing mining at the heart of 
three of the four folkloric cornerstones of the early 
West.  The importance of deceit, at the remaining 
corner, is underscored by my volume’s title, yet it 
is given short shrift here for want of space to ex-
plore how this, too, figured into the matrix of the 
region’s traditions.  It is nevertheless worth not-
ing that it was an entirely different process when 
charlatans too-often exploited falsehoods to bilk 
investors in nineteenth-century mining.  Lying 
for corrupt motives is separate from the deceit 
celebrated in the region’s folklore: the journalistic 
hoax, the tall tale, the practical joke, and the bur-
lesque lie.  These were each grounded in humor 
and were intended for entertainment.

The subject of historical mining folklore is 
as enormous as the international frontier where 
one could find ore.  Traditions have changed over 
time, for flexibility is a hallmark of folklore.  The 
narratives and cultural practices that can be ex-
plored are consequently as varied as the locations 



99

where miners worked and the decades when they 
labored before moving on.  Monumental Lies, and 
this article, can serve, then, to renew the challenge 
expressed in Tonopah in 2000, to gather and to 
appreciate mining traditions and stories wherever 
they can be found.

Ronald M. James is a retired, longtime state his-
toric preservation officer for Nevada, who also served as 

chair of the National Historic Landmarks Committee.  
In 2015, he was awarded the Rodman Paul Award for 
Outstanding Contributions to Mining History.  The fol-
lowing year, James was elected to the Gorsedh Kernow, 
the bardic council of Cornwall, taking the name Carer 
Henwethlow, “Lover of Legends.”
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