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The Silver Discovery in Washoe Valley. 

RELIC OF ANCIENT HISTORY. 

How Francis J. Hoover Found and Lost Wealth — Posthumous Papers on Mining 
Adventure. 

Ever since the days when pioneers landed on the shores of the Pacific from all parts of 
the globe, and helped to make from a Spanish settlement peacefully designated Yerba 
Buena what is now known as the most cosmopolitan city of the New World, the history 
of the discovery and development of the wonderful mines has not caused to enthrall the 
hearts of old and young. Old men, miners themselves in early days, love to look back 
upon the scenes of their lusty and hopeful youth; young people are never tired of 
reading of the adventurous times through which their ancestors passed in their onward 
march to civilization and plenty by means of the greatest discovery of the age. Fabulous 
tales are handed down to us by men who have passed through the same experiences, of 
the fabulous wealth that has come to some poor, half-discouraged miner in a single day, 
turns of fortune's wheel that found their Illustration in most of the palatial residences 
scattered throughout the State. So, it has been, and so it comes that nineteen men out 
of every hundred who live in the present era and do not happen to be blessed with an 
overwhelming amount of worldly wealth are asking themselves and each other, "why 
weren't we born in the good old flush times? Surely we know more than our fathers did, 
and if only we had the same chances what fortunes we could have built up and how we 
would have owned the earth generally." And yet, with every advantage their forefathers 
did not possess, with new inventions and their attendant opportunities springing up all 
around them, they fail to realize that what was possible then is a hundred times more 
probable now. The best proof lies in the fact that out of the hundreds of study, willing 
seekers after wealth, who, at their landing at the Golden Gate, practically owned the very 
spot of earth they happened to tread upon, a very small percentage of the then 
successful have anything to show at the present time as the results of their labors. Old 
mining interests are now controlled by a limited few, while of the others some are dead 
and gone, others ruined and the once "flush times" dwindled into a matter of history 
only. But the history of these times, with the extraordinary events surrounding the first 



location of these mining claims in this State and in Nevada, is a topic at once familiar 
and interesting to the old residents on the Pacific Slope. Very few know of the practices 
resorted to in those days, and that if the mining laws had been as well and clearly 
established then as they are now, and not so liable to change, many families would now 
be reclining in the lap of luxury whose members have long since been forced to 
commence the world anew. They did not all make money, however, although they 
possessed what they considered valuable claims, as being situated in the centers of rich 
ore-producing districts. Some made money for a time and lost it, while others never had 
any luck. Some had their claims relocated, while death came to others before their legal 
rights to the property they held could be firmly established for the benefit of their heirs. 

A curious document has just come to light in the shape of what purports to be a "true 
history of the discovery of silver in Washoe Valley, then Utah, now the State of Nevada." 
It was written as far back as September 9,1863, by Francis J. Hoover, once himself a 
prominent mining man, and well known to some old residents of San Francisco. The 
document in question came to light in this way. A few weeks ago, Judge J. V. Coffey of 
the Probate Court, himself a mining secretary in early days, received a letter from Mrs. 
Jesse W. Sharp, of Pennock street, Philadelphia, who wrote to inquire what had become 
of the supposed vast estate of Francis J. Hoover, who died in this city thirty years ago. 
The letter explained that the writer was an only surviving child of Hoover, and that his 
estate was supposed to reach in the neighborhood of $400,000. A son, Francis Jackson 
Hoover, had left the East for San Francisco presumably to settle up the estate, being 
named as executor, but all that was known of him was that he died some twelve years 
afterward, and no part of the supposed estate ever reached those legally entitled to it. 
Judge Coffey took some time and trouble in ferreting out the mystery connected with 
the Hoover estate, and the following facts were discovered: Hoover, who was born in 
1811, came to this country in 1849 and proceeded at once to the mines. He took up 
claims that were afterward known as the Gold Hill mining claim, the Hermitage ranch in 
El Dorado County, near Mud Springs, with the mining district known as the Hermitage 
Gold Vein. Hoover also journeyed into Nevada (then a Territory) and became somewhat 
largely interested there. Hoover must have made money at one time, for when, after a 
life of toll, he found himself afflicted with a cancer which threatened to terminate his 
existence at any moment he wrote to his wife and family in the East to the effect that 
although he knew his end was near yet he was happy in the thought that he left those 
he loved amply provided for. The letter was dated December 5, 1863, and was written 
from the old Tremont House on Jackson Street, in that letter Hoover used these words: 
"If my affairs are closed you will each have from $10,000 to $100,000 apiece. Any place 
between the two will leave you all well enough." On July 18, previous to his writing that 
letter. Hoover made a will, in which he bequeathed property in mining claims both in 
this State and in Nevada valued at over $400,000 to his family. A witness to the will was 



E. A. Brede, now cashier of A. P. Hotaling & Co. in this city, who accompanied Hoover on 
his early mining ventures. 

An operation was performed on Hoover shortly afterward, from the effects of which he 
died at 6 Sansome Street. January 4, 1864. He now lies buried in Laurel Hill Cemetery. 
When, however, his estate came to be proved it was found that in place of $400,000, as 
was expected, Hoover's property realized only $495. This was made up as follows: One 
mining claim, $150; personal property and two houses (shanties on Hoover's mines), 
$11.100; debts, $100; supplementary property. $145. George E. Williams, now practicing 
in San Francisco, was his attorney. lt turned out afterward that Hoover had lost his 
supposed wealth in more than one way; Possessed only of a license to mine, the mining 
law of 1866. requiring all holders to get their claims patented, deprived his estate of its 
rights after his death. The claims were never perfected, and so they were eventually lost 
to him and his. Among the papers of the deceased, forwarded by his daughter for 
purposes of identification, is this history of the wonderful discovery of silver ore in 
Nevada, 

familiarly called Washoe. Hoover in his lifetime used to write for the newspapers, being 
a frequent contributor to several of the interior journals. In this a story somewhat akin to 
the terrible Dormer catastrophe is given: In the month of July, 1850, Frank Antonio, a 
Portuguese, in company with five Mexican miners, went from Hangtown, now Placerville. 
In El Dorado County, over the Sierra Nevada to Carson Valley, on a prospecting tour, for 
the purpose of discovering new placer diggings. While prospecting on Carson River and 
in Gold Canyon Frank Antonio had a horse and mule stolen; but not knowing whether 
strayed or stolen he searched for them for some days. During one of his rides In search 
of his animals he went to the head opt Gold Canyon, and when near "Six-mile" Canyon a 
flock of grouse flew up and flew some distance into a piece of sage brush. Frank having 
a double-barreled gun with him, got off, tied his mule and went to get a shot at the 
grouse; when, however, he arrived at the sage brush he could not find them. On his 
return to his mule, he took a different route from the one which he had taken in 
following the grouse, and thinking that he might discover the tracks of his lost horse 
and mule, he kept his eyes on the ground. In passing over a table or couch running 
north and south and lying directly broadside to sunrise he saw scattered on the ground 
what he at first sight knew to be rich silver ore. He having previously worked two years 
in the silver mines of Brazil. He picked up a few pieces and put them into his pockets, 
got on his mule and returned to camp. He then took out his ore and asked an old 
Mexican stiver miner what he thought of it. On examination the Mexican said it was very 
rich silver ore and would prove to be half silver, and asked Frank where he had found it. 
Frank replied he had found it upon the hill. Then, finding no trace of his animals and 
believing them stolen, he recrossed the mountains to Hangtown and there found his 



stolen property, which he recovered, and again crossed over to Carson Valley. The 
prospects not suiting the views of the party they concluded to recross the mountain and 
go southward. Crossing over the old Carson route they continued on a high range to 
travel southward until they got to the Mariposa River. Here they halted and commenced 
to prospect again; finding very rich diggings they were about to make a camp and go to 
work, when a perfectly naked Indian made his appearance among them, and in Spanish 
demanded something to eat. This unexpected appearance, added to a natural dread of 
Indians, at once determined the Mexicans to leave for some mining camp; and Frank, 
against his will, was compelled to go along. Descending toward the valley they turned 
and traveled northward until they came to 

Amador Creek, near Jackson, Amador County, where they stopped and commenced to 
work again. During his stay there Frank showed the silver ore which he still had kept to a 
gentleman from New York, who at once offered to give him $3500 for the mine if he 
would go and show him where it was. Frank now took counsel with his Mexican friend, 
who told him by no means to show the New York man anything about it, and some day 
they would go over and get it themselves. Frank, with two other Portuguese, came to 
Sugar Loaf mining camp, In El Dorado County, about the first of January. 1852. Frank 
continued to make this camp his home, and repeatedly told the writer, as well as 
numbers of others, of his discovery of rich silver ore in Gold Canyon, Carson Valley, and 
tried repeatedly to get someone to go with him and secure the mine. The well-known 
excitability of all Mexicans on the subject of silver mines, as well as a general disbelief in 
the existence of any rich mines on the east side of the mountains, prevented Frank from 
obtaining any assistance until the fall of 1856, when E. A. and H. B. Grosh brothers, who 
were members of a company formed at Reading, Pa., that started early in 1849 in a 
sailing vessel for Tampico. Mexico. There they obtained an outfit and crossed overland 
to Mazatlan, on the Gulf of California, whence they again sailed to San Francisco, and 
having the business of the company settled up the Grosh brothers started for the mines 
and commenced to work at Mormon Island, and along the American River and Weaver 
Creek, with varying but generally poor success (as their journal, now in the possession of 
the writer, will prove), until the fall of 1850, when dry diggings being discovered 
the Grosh brothers located on a ravine between Big and Little Sugar Loaf, and now 
known as Hise's ravine, in what is known as Grosh’s mining district, in Mud Springs 
Township, El Dorado County. Here on the 12th day of August, 1851, the writer first 
became acquainted with the Grosh brothers, who surrounded with cows, mules, jacks 
and goats, were living at ease with everything in plenty around them. ln the spring of 
1852 they became involved for a partner, and were compelled to pay $500, which 
lessened their means, and their health not being good they found it rather hard to make 
enough by their work to keep them comfortable and out of debt. Here they remained 
mining and ranching stock until the spring of 1854, when with the spirit of adventure 



found in all early California miners, and with a view of improving their health, they 
closed up their establishment, packed their jack and each took a mule and went over the 
mountains to Carson Valley on a prospecting tour. During their stay they were rather 
unsuccessful in mining, and in the fall, their jack getting killed, by disposing of their 
mule they were enabled to settle up their bills and obtain a sufficient supply to bring 
them home again, where they arrived in the fall somewhat improved in health, and wiser 
if not richer men. They remained on their ranch mining with varying success until the fall 
of 1856, when Frank Antonio induced them to go over to Gold Canyon and take up the 
silver mine, the ore of which he had got in 1850. They, too, believing that a heavy 
blackstone which they found near the forks of Gold Canyon might also be silver, 
consented to go and make the examination. A company of miners raised the money for 
the outfit and expense, and the Grosh brothers again crossed over to Carson ValIey. In 
addition to their knowledge of the country, they took with them a carefully prepared 
map or diagram of the exact location where Frank had found his ore. As soon as they 
arrived and fixed their camp, they at once proceeded to the spot designated on the 
map, and by working they soon opened and discovered the vein or lode, and after 
thoroughly testing the value of the ore they located the claim by putting up a notice 
containing the names of the members of their company. This mine was sold by Mr. 
Comstock, and is now known as the Ophir mine. During the time they were operating at 
this mine. In passing back and forth to their camp, which was down near the forks of the 
canyon, they discovered what they called the Mammoth mine, and also another vein 
between the Frank and the Mammoth, which they supposed to be a shoot or branch of 
the Frank or Mammoth, they could not determine to which it belonged. Not having time 
to test and examine these new mines they put up a prospecting notice for the company 
and recrossed the mountains, arrived safely at home, bringing a lot of specimens from 
the different mines with them. The company was now regularly organized by the 
election of a president, E. A. Grosh, a secretary, Warner Crow, and a treasurer. John M. 
Butler. The company was called the 'Frank Silver Mining Company" and was composed 
of nine members, and being pioneers and making their own mining laws they located 
400 feet for each member of the company on all the claims they took up. In issuing their 
stock certificates they divided each member's share into ten parts or shares of forty feet 
each. Here the matter rested, and the Grosh brothers after testing the ores which they 
had brought with them, Hosea B. Grosh being a thorough chemist, they passed the 
winter working at surface mining and as early as practicable the company raised the 
means for their outfit, bought and packed a jack and started the Grosh brothers with 
Longet, a member of the company, back again to continue their work of discovering, 
testing and locating claims for what was now known as the Frank Silver Mining 
Company. As soon as they arrived at their old camp and got matters into working shape, 
they at once proceeded to open and test the mines on which they had left their 
prospecting notice the previous fall. The shoot, or branch, which they had located they 



found to contain ore very similar in appearance to that of the Frank mine and equally 
rich in silver. This claim, from the description in their letters to their father, the writer 
believes to be the Gould & Curry claim on the great Comstock or Ophir lode. The 
Mammoth (which is Gold Hill) they found to be not only very rich, but to contain gold as 
well as silver. After satisfying themselves as to their value and putting up the notice of 
claim and location, they turned their attention to the discovery of the mine which had 
furnished the "black ore" which they had noticed while working in Gold Canyon in 1854. 
They soon discovered the vein or mine, but had great difficulty in thoroughly testing it. 
They finally succeeded, however, by several modes of assay, and found it to contain 
both gold and silver. This mine is near the Devil's Gate, and was known as the Enterprise 
mine. After being perfectly satisfied with the result of their labor and the accuracy of 
their tests, and while further prosecuting their work, Hosea B. Grosh by a mislick, struck 
his foot on the inside below the instep with his pick, and, having no medical care, 
lockjaw finally put an end to his sufferings and his hopes. His grave is yet to be seen. E. 
Allen Grosh, the surviving brother, now isolated and unable to proceed with their work, 
set about making his arrangements to return to his old home to winter. He wrote to 
John M. Butler, treasurer of the company, the last letter which any member of the 
company ever received from him, and after giving an account of the death of his 
brother, he stated that they had taken up, located and tested four veins or claims, two of 
which were very rich in silver, and the remaining two contained both gold and silver, and 
he believed they were equally as rich as the first two. After closing up his business and 
leaving his house and all its contents and also all the mines located for the company in 
the possession of Mr. Comstock until he should return in the spring, he in company with 
a young man named Morris Buck, packed a mule with provisions and specimens of ore 
and commenced a journey across the mountain by what is known as the Michigan Bluff 
trail. When on the western summit they were overtaken by the first heavy snowstorm of 
the season, and killing their mule and reducing their pack they attempted the journey 
on foot. At night they found their matches wet, and their double-barreled gun had got 
water-clogged so that they could not get it off, and without fire they were compelled to 
pass the night under cover of the snow to keep from freezing, the storm continued, and 
they were at last compelled to abandon all they had with them and descend to the 
valley of the Middle Fork of the American River so as to keep their course and shield 
themselves from the violence of the pitiless storm. Three days and nights they continued 
their terrible journey without fire, and most of the time without anything to eat, and on 
the fourth they arrived at a camp of Chilano and Mexican miners, at a place known as 
Blind Ravine, six miles above Last Chance, in Placer County. From here, as soon as 
arrangements could be made, the miners from Last Chance carried them from Blind 
Ravlne to Last Chance. Here, at the house of William J. and Thomas Harrison, E. 
Allen Grosh died from the terrible effects of freezing and exposure. Mr. Buck, being a 
very stout, strong young man, survived the shock by the amputation of one foot at the 



ankle joint and the other leg at the knee. The writer has now a copy (having sent the 
original to his father) of the last letter ever written by E. A. Grosh.  lt was written from 
"Blind Ravine" and gave an account of their trip and asking for means to enable him to 
get home again, he being under the impression that he would survive his injury. This 
was in the fall of 1857 and before any of the company were aware of the exact location 
of their mines and before it was thought practicable to cross the mountains.  The news 
was received of the discovery and sale of rich silver mines in Washoe by Mr. Comstock 
and others associated with him, not a foot of which any of them ever discovered. Such 
then is a clear, concise and true history of the discovery, location and working of the 
only really valuable silver mines of Washoe, which has made such a stir in the business 
of the world, but which so far has resulted adversely to the first discoverers, two of 
whom sacrificed their lives and the others their money without recompense or reward. 
All the accounts published from time to time in the Sacramento Union and other papers 
about the discovery of these mines are utterly false and published by interested parties 
to deceive. "May justice at last be done, though the heavens fall." Francis J. Hoover. San 
Francisco, Sept. 9, 1863. Hoover's old companion, Mr. Brede, still remembers him 
perfectly. The other day, when shown the foregoing history, he said: "I have no doubt 
that every word of it is true. Hoover was a great friend of mine, and I knew him to be 
careful, industrious and a man of his word. "He has been dead now many years, and the 
last I remember of him is that I went to see him as he lay sick at the Tremont House. He 
was a dying man then. I believe also that I was a witness to his will. But, while most of 
the events are escaping my memory now in the lapse of time, I remember enough 
superficially to be certain that this is what has never yet been published—the true 
history of the silver discovery in Nevada." Mrs. Sharp has been notified by the Probate 
Judge of the collapse of her father's fortunes. Hoover's widow, two other daughters and 
two sons are long since dead. 

Francis Hoover 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 

 


