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  NEVADA


  




  
INTRODUCTION





  Let us be thankful for the fools.




  But for them the rest of us could not succeed.




  —Mark Twain





 



  Alarge part of what makes for a successful mystery or legend is belief. Whether believing that the US government has a secret base in the Nevada desert where it hides alien spacecraft or that gangster Bugsy Siegel singlehandedly conceived of and created Las Vegas, the basis for those realities is believing—fervently—that they are honest-to-God true. And in a place like Nevada, where some people just know they can beat the house in every casino, it should not be a surprise that plenty of mysteries and legends not only exist but also are whole-heartedly believed.




  A newspaper editor in the classic Western film The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance notes that “when the legend becomes fact, print the legend.” And that is often the case in Nevada, where some myths are repeated so often that they are believed to be factual. That’s why there are people who swear that former Nevada senator Key Pittman really did die before he was re-elected and his body was kept iced in a bathtub (his opponent certainly thought so), as well as why so many folks believe Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid really did rob the First National Bank of Winnemucca in 1900. It’s why people drive out to the tiny town of Rachel, Nevada, and set up high-powered telescopes in the hope of seeing a genuine UFO, and the reason treasure hunters with metal detectors still comb the hills near Verdi, Nevada, trying to locate thousands of dollars in lost loot from a long-ago train robbery.




  Of course, another reason it’s so easy to believe some of the strange tales about Nevada is that it can be such a mysterious place. Let’s face it, when you drive deep into Nevada’s outback—which is just about any place in the state that isn’t named Las Vegas, Lake Tahoe, or Reno—it can be lonely. And empty. And a bit scary. Out there, it’s easy to let the imagination run screaming to and from the dark places. All those stories about people falling into old, abandoned mine shafts (which turn out to be true every couple of years), the armies of large, hairy tarantulas crawling across the roads near the town of Gabbs (true during the mating season), and killers like Charles Manson hanging out in Nevada ghost towns (bizarrely enough, also true) certainly give one pause.




  The 1940 Works Progress Administration Guide to Nevada described the state as the “great unknown”—and it continues to be true. As one of the most sparsely populated states, it remains a place that has not been fully mapped or explored. Otherwise, someone might have found banker Roy Frisch’s body or the half-million dollars’ worth of gold coins that are rumored to still be hidden in the hills west of Reno or what really goes on at Area 51.




  After all, it just depends on what you’re willing to believe.




  CHAPTER 1




  A Chilling Death




  On the evening of November 4, 1940, Nevada Senator Key Pittman was celebrating at the swanky Riverside Hotel in Reno. The veteran lawmaker was running for his sixth term—he won his seat in a 1913 special election after the incumbent died—and was heavily favored to be re-elected. Smug that victory was in the bag, the senator had begun to celebrate early. He invited a handful of his closest political pals to his hotel suite for an all-night poker game and, of course, adult refreshments.




  Despite the late hour, the game was lively, with plenty of crude banter and lots of liquor. Through bloodshot eyes, the senator studied his cards. He refilled his glass with another three fingers of a fine, aged whiskey, took a deep swallow, and sat back in an overstuffed leather chair. Confident his cards would trump the others, the senator started to push a small stack of chips to the center of the table.




  Then, he stopped. He felt a wave of nausea and a tingling in his fingers. He shook his head, like a dog trying to shake off the rain, but the feeling wouldn’t go away. He folded his cards face down on the table and told the others to finish up the hand without him. He said he just needed to lie down for a minute.




  As he stood to walk to the bed, there was a sharp pain in his chest. He reached for the table to steady himself but couldn’t seem to find it. His knees buckled and he fell to the floor. He was unconscious before his head hit the carpet.




  The other players quickly sobered up and were on their feet. One barked for someone to call a doctor. As they waited for help to arrive, they watched the senator lying on the floor, his breathing so shallow, and all had the same thought: What the hell does this mean for the election in a few days?




  Eyewitnesses say that evening’s festivities had involved lots of drinking—no surprise since Pittman was an alcoholic. According to former Nevada state archivist Guy Louis Rocha, a political confidant wrote to Nevada’s other US senator, Patrick McCarran, who disliked the popular Pittman, that the senator had “been drunk practically every day he has been in the state of Nevada, and last Monday night [October 21] he appeared at a Democratic rally in Sparks, at which time he had to hold himself up in order to stand.”




  As detailed in Ed Reid and Ovid Demaris’s 1963 book, The Green Felt Jungle, an exposé of organized crime figures in Nevada, what happened next was one of the most bizarre cover-ups in Nevada’s political history. In Reid and Demaris’s version of events, Pittman suffered a massive heart attack a few days before the election and died. Not wanting Pittman’s Republican opponent, Samuel Platt, to win, the state’s Democratic Party powerbrokers decided to place the senator’s body in a bathtub filled with ice and keep him there until after the election, when governor Edward Carville, also a Democrat, could name a replacement. Reid and Demaris also incorrectly reported that this occurred at the Mizpah Hotel in Tonopah and not at the Riverside (a “fact” that appeared for many years on the menus of a restaurant in the Mizpah).
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  Nevada US Senator Key Pittman, circa 1913


  COURTESY, LIBRARY OF CONGRESS (LC-USZ61-1230)





  Reid and Demaris wrote, “The announcement of his death came a few days after the election and the Republicans attempted to get the story into circulation to circumvent the results of the election.”




  But is the story true? Rocha believes that there was a cover-up but not the one told in the macabre legend. Rocha, who has studied Pittman’s death records and interviewed the doctor who treated the senator, finds that the facts are substantially different from the legend.




  Writing in the September-October 1996 issue of Nevada Magazine, Rocha said, “According to his death certificate, Pittman officially had died of ‘congestive heart failure’ at Washoe General Hospital in Reno five days after the election. The certificate and cause of death seemed legitimate, although if a body had been kept on ice somewhere, who would record it?” Rocha showed the death certificate to a mortician, who said that if Pittman had, indeed, been kept on ice for any period of time, the certificate should have made mention of freeze damage to the skin tissue, but there was no such information. Additionally, the embalmer who worked on Pittman’s body made no mention of finding the type of tissue damage that would have occurred had it been sitting in ice for any period of time.




  The archivist also recognized the name of the attending physician, Dr. A. J. “Bart” Hood, whom he had met several years earlier. He knew that Dr. Hood was retired but still alive and decided to ask him about Pittman’s death. According to the doctor, very late on November 4, an aide to the senator called and reported that Pittman had passed out drunk and fell to the floor. Upon arriving at the hotel, Dr. Hood found an obviously inebriated Pittman, who had suffered a massive heart attack.




  In the early morning hours, Pittman was surreptitiously moved to the hospital and, at Dr. Hood’s insistence, a heart specialist was quickly flown to Reno from San Francisco. The second doctor verified that Pittman had experienced a heart attack and said the senator probably wouldn’t survive more than a few days.




  Rocha says this is when the real cover-up began. Governor Carville and other Democratic Party leaders were informed of Pittman’s grave condition and decided to withhold the information from the public until after the election. By doing this, Governor Carville would be able to appoint another Democrat to replace the dying Pittman, thus assuring the seat would remain safely in Democratic hands. The only inkling that something might be amiss came when the Nevada State Journal in Reno reported that Pittman would not be traveling to Tonopah to vote on election day, as he normally did, because he was fatigued from the strain of campaigning and had checked himself in to a Reno hospital to rest for a few days before returning to Washington, D.C. In the paper, Dr. Hood is quoted as saying, “The senator’s condition is not critical, but he will be kept in the hospital several days, principally for the rest.”




  Rocha is blunt in assessing what happened: “Democratic leaders chose to keep the facts secret and issued a cover story that Pittman was temporarily ill, thus allowing Nevadans to go to the polls on November 5 and elect a dying man.” Ignorant of Pittman’s true condition, Nevada voters overwhelmingly re-elected him by a margin of 31,351 to 20,488 over Platt, a former US attorney who had previously lost twice to the senator (in 1916 and 1928). Not surprisingly, for the rest of his life Platt believed that a dead man had defeated him.




  Contrary to the iceman legend, however, Pittman was not yet dead. Mimosa Pittman, the senator’s wife, was in Washington, D.C., when she heard about his condition. She arrived in Reno on Election Day and immediately visited him in the hospital. In her diary, she wrote that he was alive and seemed “happy.”




  But the sixty-eight-year-old Pittman was, of course, far sicker than the public knew. On November 9, he slipped into a coma and died early the next morning. Later that day, President Franklin Roosevelt sent a telegram expressing his condolences at the “sudden and unexpected passing of my old friend Key.” Rocha notes that what followed was “the largest state ceremonial funeral in Nevada history.” A congressional delegation attended, which included Senator Homer T. Bone of Washington, Senator Alva B. Adams of Colorado, and Senator Carl A. Hatch of New Mexico.




  Although it was Pittman’s desire to have a memorial on a mountaintop or at the University of Nevada, Reno campus, his widow and friends were unable to raise the funds to carry out his wishes. Pittman biographer Betty Glad notes that a committee was formed at the time of his funeral to raise money, but it floundered. For more than two years, Pittman’s body lay in a crypt awaiting an appropriate memorial. In June 1942, Pittman’s brother, Vail, wrote to Mimosa Pittman asking her to take some kind of action: “It is my understanding that a body should not be kept there over two years at the outside, and really not that long.” Finally, in 1943—nearly three years after Pittman’s death—the senator was laid to rest in a double-crypt mausoleum in the Mountain View Cemetery in Reno.




  Today, Pittman’s remains reside in a simple but elegant aboveground crypt made of stone. On the front, beneath a round, bas-relief of his head are his name, dates of birth and death, and the words, CHAIRMAN OF FOREIGN RELATIONS COMMITTEE OF UNITED STATES SENATE, 1933 UNTIL HIS DEATH. He shares the tomb with his wife, Mimosa, who died in 1952. Strangely, her name can be found nowhere on the building. Adjacent is the more elaborate final resting place of the senator’s brother, former Nevada Governor Vail Pittman. Carved into the stone monument are his birth and death dates (1883–1964), his years as governor (1945–1951), and the words, HIS LEADERSHIP SHALL EVER BE REGARDED AS OF THE HIGHEST ORDER. On a pedestal in front of the tomb is a bronze bust of Vail Pittman’s head.




  Key Pittman’s death set in motion a complex series of political maneuvers to determine his successor. Rocha notes that, initially, Governor Carville wanted the appointment for himself. The governor planned to resign and have his lieutenant governor, Maurice Sullivan, appoint him to the seat. However, Carville’s wife objected and the idea was soon discarded. Other prominent Democrats let it be known they were interested, including former Governor James J. Scrugham, who was Nevada’s congressional representative (in those days, Nevada only had one congressional member); Pittman’s younger brother, Vail, who was then publisher of the Ely Daily Times; and Al Cahlan, the powerful editor of the Las Vegas Review-Journal, who personally lobbied the governor for the appointment and, he later claimed, was told by Carville that he would be selected.




  Two weeks after Pittman’s death, Governor Carville appointed Berkeley Bunker, speaker of the Nevada State Assembly, to the senate seat. The decision was a surprise to nearly everyone, as Bunker, a Las Vegas service station owner, was relatively young—only thirty-four—and lacked the political heft of most of the other aspirants. However, Bunker was a Mormon bishop and had helped deliver southern Nevada for Carville. At the time, the governor said he made the appointment in the interest of providing geographical balance since McCarran was from Reno. A disappointed Vail, who felt the seat was rightly his, later wrote that Carville selected Bunker in order to appease the growing Mormon vote in southern Nevada.




  An interesting postscript is that, in 1945, Governor Carville resigned in order to be appointed to the same, once-again-vacant senate seat. In 1942, Congressman Scrugham defeated Senator Berkeley Bunker in the Democratic primary, and was elected to Pittman’s former seat. Three years later, Scrugham died in office, and this time Carville wanted the job. He resigned as governor and was appointed to the seat by his lieutenant governor (who automatically became acting governor). Ironically, the lieutenant governor was Vail Pittman, who had been elected to the position in 1942.




  Key Pittman was a colorful and often controversial figure in Nevada’s political history. Born in 1872 in Vicksburg, Mississippi, he attended Southwestern Presbyterian University in Tennessee but dropped out for health reasons before completing his degree. He relocated to Seattle, where he was admitted to the Washington bar, and practiced law for several years.




  In 1897, he heard the siren call of the Alaska gold rush and headed for the Klondike, where he prospected, practiced law (becoming proficient in mining law), and met his wife, Mimosa. Four years later, the Pittmans headed to San Francisco after Mimosa became sick and was advised to leave the Arctic during the winter. While there, Pittman heard about fabulous mineral discoveries in Tonopah, Nevada. He set out for Central Nevada and, once there, found plenty of work for an ambitious attorney with knowledge of mining laws.




  Pittman quickly became one of Tonopah’s most prominent lawyers and parlayed his success into a political career. He ran for the US Senate in 1910 but lost to the incumbent, Republican George Nixon. Two years later, Nixon died, and Pittman was narrowly elected by 89 votes to fill out the remainder of the term. Fred L. Israel, who wrote a 1963 biography of Pittman, noted that Pittman “devoted his energies to the needs and interests of his state . . . Pittman did not represent the American people but was, instead, the spokesman of his state, safeguarding the interests of 110,000 people from the rest of the 130 million.”




  Despite his decidedly Nevada-centric focus, Pittman was elected chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee in 1933—not because he had an interest or affinity for foreign affairs but because he was the senior member of the committee. Israel noted that “Pittman was not made for this role. . . . Unlike [previous chairmen] [Charles] Sumner, [Henry Cabot] Lodge, and [William Edgar] Borah, he failed to grasp the fine points of American foreign relations.”




  Israel recounts that in 1933, President Roosevelt selected Pittman as a delegate at a World Monetary and Economic Conference in London. Pittman was eager to participate because he saw it as an opportunity to promote silver—still the lifeblood of Nevada—as an important part of the international monetary scene. During the six-week conference, attended by 66 nations, the senator was a tireless voice for the re-monetization of silver but showed little interest in any other economic issue.




  “Except for silver, Pittman was useless at London,” Israel wrote. “Throughout the conference, especially at crucial moments, he would get drunk. While in this condition, his favorite method of amusing himself was to pop the London streetlights with his six-shooter.”




  As chair of the committee, Pittman proved not to be a rubber stamp for President Roosevelt, particularly—at least initially—when it came to foreign intervention. Additionally, Israel noted, “Pittman’s drinking habits sometimes caused the administration considerable embarrassment. . . . Alcohol often caused Pittman to act on rash impulse, failing to grasp the importance of what he was doing. In December 1935, for example, reporters quoted him as saying that Japan’s ultimate objective was the conquest of the world.”




  In its obituary for the senator on November 18, 1940, Time magazine wrote that Pittman could be “downright careless with words.” The piece noted that he once endorsed sanctions against Italy by saying, “Why shoot a man when you can starve him to death?” Time, which erroneously reported that Pittman had fallen ill in the Mizpah Hotel in Tonopah and was transported to a Reno hospital, also noted that the plainspoken Pittman once called Adolf Hitler “a coward.”




  In A Short History of Reno, authors Barbara and Myrick Land report that the origin of the frozen senator legend may have evolved from a casual remark made by one of Pittman’s aides, who allegedly told a reporter that the reason the Senator had made so few personal appearances in the last days of the campaign was because his staff was “keeping him on ice.”




  Certainly, stranger things have happened.








  CHAPTER 2




  At the Bottom of Lake Tahoe




  It was said to be “bigger than the houses of the white man,” according to one Native American legend. Its wings were as long as the tallest pine trees at Lake Tahoe. It had a body that resembled an eagle’s, but covered with both feathers and scales, and had giant webbed feet. Its head was perhaps its most remarkable feature—it was said to look nearly human.




  And it liked the taste of human flesh.




  The native Washo Indians, who lived around the lake until the arrival of white settlers in the mid-nineteenth century, called the terrible creature the Ong and said it lived in a nest at the bottom of Lake Tahoe, which sits on the border of Nevada and California. The Ong’s nest was said to be the source of the waters that flowed into and out of the lake. In fact, this ebb and flow of the waters was said to explain the great undercurrents found in the deep lake, which scientists have measured to be as deep as 1,645 feet.




  The Washo legend, as reported in a 1921 book, The Lake of the Sky, by George Wharton James, also noted that the Ong had a voracious appetite. The birdlike monster ate everything it encountered, including Lake Tahoe’s fish, birds, animals, and, of course, people.
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The third deepest lake in North America, Lake Tahoe has been the subject of many myths and legends, including several involving humped sea serpents.




  RICHARD MORENO





  “No one ever heard or saw anything of such poor mortals as were drowned in these waters, for their bodies were carried to the Ong’s nest and no morsel ever escaped him,” James wrote. “Sometimes he would fly about the shores in quest of some child or woman or hunter, yet he was a great coward and was never known to attack anyone in camp, or when two or more were together. No arrow could pierce his feathers, nor could the strongest spear do more than glance from the scales on his face and legs, yet his coward’s heart made him afraid for his toes had no claws, and his mouth no beak.”




  In Washo mythology, the tale of the Ong’s downfall is intertwined with the story of how Lake Tahoe gained its name. One day the Washo were preparing for their final hunt of the season at the lake, which at that time had no name. During the colder months, the Washo traditionally departed the higher elevations around the lake and moved into the lower valleys of eastern Nevada, where the snow was not so deep during the winter. The chief of the Washo had a sixteen-year-old daughter, Nona, who was the most beautiful girl anyone had ever seen. Because she was of age, it was the Washo custom that before leaving the lake the chief would select the greatest hero of the tribe to be her husband.




  For years the tribe’s eligible warriors had looked forward to this day and performed increasingly daring acts of heroism in the hope of being selected to wed the chief’s daughter. On the morning the tribe was to leave for the lower valleys and the chief was to make his choice known, one particular young brave, who loved the daughter (and she, in return, secretly loved him) knew he was down to his last chance to win her hand in marriage. Because of his young age, he had never been allowed to participate in any of the earlier battles between the Washo and their traditional enemies, the Paiutes, nor had he ever done anything particularly brave or bold that would earn him the distinction of being the tribe’s greatest hero.




  The brave prayed to the Great Spirit, the name the Washo gave to their creator, for guidance. Just when he was about to give up hope that the spirit would help him, he saw the Ong rise from the lake. As the massive bird flew to the shoreline to look for prey, the brave moved about to catch its attention. The Ong spotted him and swooped down to where he was standing. Other members of the tribe saw this happen and screamed in horror as the Ong grabbed the brave with its webbed feet. Typically, after the bird monster snagged its prey, it would fly high in the sky and then release the victim into the lake and allow the current to carry it to its nest.




  But while the Ong was soaring higher, the brave was busy. He unfurled a buckskin rope and bound himself securely to the creature’s feet. Once high above the lake, the monster found it could not drop the young man. In frustration, it twisted itself around and tried to bite the brave with its terrible teeth but was unable to reach him. Each time it opened its mouth to snap at him, the brave tossed a handful of poisoned arrows down its throat.




  Desperate to rid itself of the brave and feeling the pain of dozens of sharp, toxic arrows piercing its insides, the Ong plunged into the lake. The cord, however, kept its feet tied together so it could not swim. The horrible creature flapped its wings in a great frenzy, causing the lake’s waters to foam, but it could not break free. The brave nearly drowned as the animal thrashed about. Finally, with enormous effort, the Ong rose from the lake with the brave in tow and flew to the middle. As the sun disappeared over the mountains and darkness enveloped the lake, the giant bird and the brave seemed to vanish.




  The Washo around the lake lit fires and resumed their endof-summer ceremonies. Once again, the warriors began sharing their stories of bravery and daring accomplishments in the hope of gaining the hand of the chief’s beautiful daughter. Nearly all believed that despite the great contest between the monster and the brave, the Ong had claimed yet another victim. But the chief’s daughter hoped and prayed for a different outcome. She quietly left the encampment and paddled a small canoe out into the lake. She didn’t know why the Ong had not dropped her lover or why the creature had appeared to behave so strangely—none of the tribe’s members knew of the rope or the poisoned arrows. Her plan was to go to the middle of the lake to rescue him or, if she could not find him, to join him in death. As she paddled, she softly called out his name, “Tahoe! My darling Tahoe!”




  Meanwhile, back at the camp, the stories had ended and the chief called for his daughter to join the council to hear his decision regarding his choice for her husband. When it was discovered that she was gone, there was great consternation in the camp, which lasted throughout the night. At daybreak, however, the tribe was astonished to see the dead body of the Ong floating in the lake above its nest. Beside it was an empty canoe.




  As the sun began to rise, the Washo witnessed a miraculous sight: Standing on one of the Ong’s mighty wings, with the tip of the other wing serving as a sail, were Tahoe and Nona. The two lovers, clasped in each other’s arms, reached the shore where elated members of their tribe embraced them. All proclaimed Tahoe as the hero of heroes—and a worthy husband for the chief’s daughter. Furthermore, the lake would carry his name from that day forward. As for the Ong’s nest, it still sits there at the bottom of the lake, which is why, it is said, those who drown in the lake never rise to the surface.




  But the Ong isn’t Lake Tahoe’s only monster. A fable of more recent vintage involves a giant lake serpent that has affectionately been called Tahoe Tessie. Although Tessie has mostly been seen as a marketing gimmick to create a Loch Ness Monster knock-off so Tahoe businesses can sell more T-shirts, there have been reports of rather unusual sightings in the lake. For instance, the Reno News and Review reported an episode in the early 1980s when fisherman Gene St. Denis and his friend were looking into the water near Cave Rock at Lake Tahoe. According to the paper, St. Denis saw “a blotchy gray creature about 10 feet to 15 feet long.” He said the strange creature made a sharp turn in the water and created a large V-shaped wake. St. Denis claims he has also hauled in large fish that were severely chewed on while being reeled in. “About halfway to the boat, these fish—they were big fish—got raked,” he told the paper. St. Denis has his own theories about what he saw—he claims it’s either a giant white sturgeon or river sturgeon, or a massive muskie.




  Or something else.




  Every year, there are a handful of alleged sightings of some kind of large, serpentine-like creature in the lake. In April 2005, the Tahoe Daily Tribune reported that two Sacramento area visitors, Beth Douglas and Ron Talmadge, caught sight of a dark, undulating shape in the waters off Tahoe Park Beach. Douglas told the paper that she had seen something large and long that seemed to have three to five humps along its back. Talmadge was quoted as saying, “Damn, that’s Tessie . . . I thought, ‘Whoa, this sucker’s real.’”
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