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THE OLD POTOSI MINE

By Russ McDonald

Nevada's oldest "lode mine" is
generally accepted to be the old Potosi,
near Goodsprings in southern Nevada.
Certainly the history of the o014
workings which started in 1855 show it
to be an early producer of lead and
silver, and later a successful source
for zinc.

0ld Potosi was found by a party of
Mormons returning to Las Vegas over the
old Spanish or Mule Trail from San
Bernardino. A Mormon mission had been
established in las Vegas that year, when
Brigham Young sent out William
Bringhurst and 30 young men to build a
fort to protect the mail, and "to teach
and convert the Indians.”

Congress had appropriated $25,000
in 1852 to build a military road from
Salt Lake City over Cajon Pass to San
Bernardino. Much of the road followed
the old Mexican trade trail, in use
since 1830, for 1large caravans
containing thousands of jacks, jennets,
and mules en route to Santa Fe. The
return trip brought valuable merchandise
to San Bernardino and other cities of
southern California, and escorst often
consisted of 300 heavily armed and
mounted men.

So the Las Vegas Mission became an
important point to the Mormon settlers
of the pioneer southwest, and when lead
was found at the 0ld Potosi, Brigham
Young sent out Nathaniel Jones to to
"mine and manufacture." It was part of
the church self-sufficiency program and

an iron mission near Cedar City was
already reported in production of nails.

Smelting at the mine was a failure,
so the ore was hauled to lLas Vegas where
Dudd ILeavitt and Isaac Grundy built a
fireplace furnace and smelted from 9,000
to 10,000 pounds of lead. There was a
local tradition that the Indians
themselves had worked the 0ld Potosi,
smelting it crudely and casting
themselves lead bullets. At any rate it
was too flaky and brittle for the
Mormons, and the project failed. In 1857
when the Mormons were called back to
Salt Lake City, thé old Potosi was
abandoned. Isolated parties later tried
to cast a few bullets at times and many
of them succeeded. But it was not until
Nevada became "silver conscious" in 1861
that the lead was found to be rich
SILVER BEARING GALENA! It was written
that "nobody knows how many elk, bear,
deer, coyotes, and Indians got their
quietus with a silver bullet.

Even the discovery did not bring
great mining activity to the district,
however, until gold was found nearby in
the 90s. But in 1905 the San Pedro, Los
Angeles, and Salt Lake Railway was
built, and at the same time it was found
that the old Potosi was also rich in
zinc. It became the largest zinc
producer at that time in Nevada and a
100-ton zinc-lead seperating mill was
built in Goodsprings. A narrow- gauge
was also built to connect the railroad
at Jean at the same time. So the old
Potosi with its fabulous Silver Bullets
finally became a modern mine with one of
the longest production records in
southern Neveda.




