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PREFACE


To a newcomer arriving by air, the Reno/Sparks area might appear arid and uninteresting. But to an Insider it becomes a painter’s palette where most of the hues are brown with just a splash of green dotting the banks along the Truckee River, the waterway that snakes from Lake Tahoe through Reno to Pyramid Lake. As all Insiders will tell you when you first arrive, Reno’s unique beauty will grow on you. And it does—especially at sunrise when the sun peeking over the eastern mountain range casts purple shadows that seem to stretch forever—or at dusk when you can stand anywhere in the city and have an unobstructed view of an awe-inspiring sunset that bounces golden rays from the tops of the snow-sprinkled mountains.


Visitors soon learn that water is definitely a precious commodity in the Reno area, which has been riddled with droughts over the years, though a short 45-minute drive over the mountains and through the pine trees will bring you to the shores of Lake Tahoe, one of the deepest lakes in the world. In fact, Lake Tahoe is so deep that if you emptied it into California, the lake’s water would completely cover the state to a depth of 2 feet. These extremes are just one example of Reno/Tahoe’s diversity, a diversity that often makes the area one of the most misunderstood in the United States. As an Insider, I’ll help you understand the area’s idiosyncrasies, and I’ll guide you through the maze of things to see and to do here.


To those who have never visited Reno/Tahoe, the misconception might be that it is an area with acres and acres of slot machines, buckets full of liquor, and rooms so thick with smoke you have to chop your way through them with a machete. Those who have visited the area know that Reno is an uncluttered place with friendly people where we still call our elected officials by their first names and where we still sit down at a neighborhood cafe and share the newspaper. They know that to drive the 72 miles around Lake Tahoe takes the better part of the day, and during that drive they will see multimillion-dollar homes, pristine beaches, and rugged mountains.


Although best known for its gaming and entertainment, Reno/Tahoe is a popular recreation area, too. You name it, we’ve got it. You can golf, hike, fish, boat, and do just about any other summer activity. And if snow skiing is your pleasure, Lake Tahoe boasts the largest concentration of ski resorts in North America. Because of its plethora of outdoor recreation activities, the Reno/Tahoe area earned Rand McNally’s (the road atlas people) highest rating as America’s No. 1 place for outdoor fun.


And if it’s quality of life you’re looking for, the Reno/Tahoe area has been ranked as one of the top 50 places to raise a family, and Reno was recently named the No. 1 literary city by the National Endowment for the Arts.


Varied? Yes. Remote? Maybe. But no one can dispute that the area is packed with excitement. Here, the saying goes that the outdoor fun lasts all day long and so does the nightlife. We don’t roll up our sidewalks at sunset. If you have a craving for a steak at 3:00 a.m., you’ll have no trouble finding one (and no one here will make you feel guilty for eating it). And, of course, if it’s gaming you want, the area has more than enough gaming establishments to entertain you.


With the choices here so diverse and so numerous, this Insiders’ Guide will come in mighty handy. I hope I’ve compiled a guide to the area that not only divulges the well-known places but also will lead you to the real Reno/Tahoe, the Insiders’ Reno/Tahoe—from the tiny Mexican cafe with zero atmosphere but with the best burritos this side of Mexico City to the best fishing spot on the Truckee River (which I think just happens to be about five minutes from downtown Reno).


I hope you use this guide as a road map to trek off the typical tourist path. I’ll offer to you my Insiders’ choices of the best restaurants, the prettiest campsites, and the toughest and easiest golf courses. I’ll lead you to the best downhill and cross-country ski resorts. I’ll give you options for choosing the right health-care facility. I’ll discuss the area’s newspapers and magazines and radio and television stations. I’ll even tell you about the local school districts and why the area is one of the hottest retirement locations in the country. My wish is that you toss this guide into your car’s glove compartment along with your area maps and proof of car insurance (required by Nevada law) so you’ll be able to whip it out when you continue on your quest for something to do or see in the Reno/Tahoe area.


I’d like to end this preface with a few words from Mark Twain, who, by the way, began his writing career in Virginia City, only 20 miles from downtown Reno:


“Throw away the bowlines, sail away from the safe harbor. Catch the trade winds in your sails. Explore, dream, discover.”


Now, come visit us!
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You won’t have to flip through many pages of Insiders’ Guide to Reno and Lake Tahoe to realize I’ve crammed tons of information into this large book. But don’t let its length discourage you. Look over the Contents page and you’ll get a feel for how easy I have made it. I have organized the guide so that you don’t have to read every chapter; pick and choose only those chapters you find useful. If you’re just passing through on a well-earned vacation, the Relocation or Health Care and Wellness chapters might not interest you. But if you are planning to move here, I think these chapters are a must-read.


The History chapter is one you should spend an extra few minutes reading. After all, the Reno/Tahoe area is steeped in history. The infamous Donner Party wintered here on its ill-fated journey to California. Two drunken Irishmen discovered millions of dollars worth of silver in a glob of blueish mud in this area. Mark Twain got his literary start here. I’ve tried to synthesize the history of the area to just a few pages so that you can quickly learn about the origins of one of the best places to vacation or live in the United States.


No other place in America offers the diversity of the Reno/Tahoe area. There is something to do 365 days of the year here, and on the Nevada side of the area, entertainment lasts 24 hours a day.


In this book, I guide you through what I consider the best restaurants, golf courses, ski resorts, vacation rentals, and just about anything else I think would interest visitors and those who are relocating to this paradise.


If you’re planning to move here and want to know about local school districts, flip to the Education and Child Care chapter. Then spend some time in the Area Overview chapter, which will give you a feel for the quality of life here, plus a quick look at your new neighbors.


If you’re here to enjoy the multitude of sports available, turn to the Winter Sports chapter or the Recreation chapter. Since the Nevada side of the area is known for its casinos, I have included a chapter dedicated to the gambling scene, including information on the basics of the games of chance we play here: Turn to the Casino Nightlife chapter for all of this.


Because the Reno/Lake Tahoe area is so large, I have divided it into four geographical regions: Reno, Sparks, North Shore Lake Tahoe, and South Shore Lake Tahoe.


Reno and Sparks make up the only two incorporated cities in the Truckee Meadows, the area that borders the Truckee River from the California state line to a few miles east of Sparks. Reno and Sparks each has its own infrastructure, but the cities are only separated by a street sign and a zip code.


I define the North Shore of Lake Tahoe as the area from Meeks Bay on the southwestern shore north and east (clockwise) to Spooner Lake on the northeastern shore. The South Shore is the area from Spooner Lake south and west (clockwise) back to Meeks Bay.


Each chapter begins with a short introduction, a quick look at what’s to come. Then I orient you to the various offerings by dividing most chapters into these four standard geographical areas: Reno, Sparks, North Shore Lake Tahoe, and South Shore Lake Tahoe.


If you’re a golfer, for instance, and you want to find a recommended course for Sparks, turn to the Golf chapter and thumb through it until you see the subheading of Sparks. In this section, I have listed the courses available for public play in Sparks, including the length of the course, greens fees, and so on.


Exceptions to this standard geographical breakdown occur in the Recreation chapter, which is organized by activity, and the Restaurants chapter, which is first organized by type of food. In several chapters, Reno and Sparks have been combined, and a few chapters, like the Worship chapter, are narrative only.


You’ll also notice that throughout the guide, I have listed the area code with every telephone number. In addition, unless a listing appears under a “Reno” or “Sparks” subhead, the address will include the appropriate city and state. I did this because this guide covers a large area that spans two states and five counties. When making phone calls, remember that the California area code around Lake Tahoe is (530) and that the area code for all of northern Nevada is (775). I’ve tried to list the toll-free (800, 888, 866, and 877) numbers when possible to help cut down on your long-distance phone bills. Internet addresses are included when available.


I have scattered Insiders’ Tips throughout this guidebook. Insiders’ Tips—marked with an i—let you in on local secrets. Some are helpful tips, some are fun facts, and some are interesting area trivia. Whatever they are, I had fun arm-wrestling other Insiders for their well-guarded tips. You’ll also find Close-ups throughout the book, highlighting interesting information about unique people, events, and places around the Reno/Tahoe area.


I have tried to include all the information and tips you will need to make your visit or stay in the Reno/Tahoe area enjoyable, but I must include this disclaimer: I probably left something out. After all, even Insiders don’t know everything. So, if you discover a restaurant I overlooked or a day trip I failed to mention, let me and the publisher know and maybe we’ll include it in the next edition. Write to Insiders’ Guides, c/o The Globe Pequot Press, P.O. Box 480, Guilford, CT 06437. The publisher welcomes all criticisms and comments, and the author welcomes all compliments. Just kidding!


My last recommendation is to buy a road map to accompany this guidebook. Together, they will lead you around this spectacular area.


And don’t be afraid to dog-ear the pages or write notes in the margins. I expect one of you to doodle in the white spaces while the other is driving the car up the Mt. Rose Highway looking for a ski resort—and I don’t expect you to color inside the lines either! This is your guide, so do with it what you want.


I sincerely hope you enjoy the Reno/Tahoe area as much as I do.
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Although you’ll find dozens of communities touted as the best places to live and retire, simple geography has placed the Reno/Tahoe area at the head of the class. Tucked into the Sierra Nevada Mountains, the area is blessed with some of the most majestic scenery in the country along with unlimited opportunities for year-round outdoor recreation. Hundreds of miles of hiking trails await the outdoor enthusiast, and more than 26 downhill and backcountry ski resorts are available to skiers. Golfers can tee it up at dozens of golf courses, and water sports lovers can recreate in a plethora of lakes and streams. With all of this recreation just outside the door, it’s no wonder that the area is dubbed “America’s Adventure Place.”


With a long history as a gaming destination, the area also offers a rich variety of indoor entertainment. Since gambling was legalized in Nevada in the 1930s, the casinos have offered nonstop gaming and lavish entertainment to locals and visitors alike. As the area has grown in population in recent years, the arts and culture of its communities have flourished. No area of comparable population size has such enormous variety and quality of entertainment as Reno/Tahoe.


The area of coverage for this guide incorporates a large territory, so I have divided it into four locations: Reno, Sparks, North Shore of Lake Tahoe, and South Shore of Lake Tahoe.


Reno and Sparks are sister cities that butt up against each other in the Nevada county of Washoe. This county stretches from the northeastern tip of Lake Tahoe to the Oregon border.


Lake Tahoe, North America’s largest alpine lake, straddles the state line with two-thirds of the lake sitting in California and the other third sitting in Nevada. The lake is bordered by Placer and El Dorado Counties in California and Washoe, Carson, and Douglas Counties in Nevada. More than 60 creeks flow into Lake Tahoe, but only the Truckee River flows out of the lake, on its meandering route through Reno and Sparks to eventually empty into Pyramid Lake, north of Reno.


For purposes of this guide, I define the North Shore of Lake Tahoe as that area from Meeks Bay on the southwestern side of the lake clockwise to Spooner Lake, near the intersection of Nevada Highway 28 and U.S. Highway 50. I define the South Shore as the area from Spooner Lake clockwise around Lake Tahoe and back to Meeks Bay.


These four areas are described in a little more detail later in this chapter, but first, some general information on the Reno/Tahoe area as a whole.


POPULATION GROWTH


For more than 20 years Nevada has been the fastest growing state in the country. From a population of 1.6 million in 1995, it grew to more than 2.5 million by 2008. While most of the population is concentrated in Clark County in Las Vegas, Henderson, and North Las Vegas, Washoe County claims more than 400,000 residents. Some demographers have estimated that by 2025 the population of Washoe County could grow to as much as 600,000.


The California side of Lake Tahoe boasts a population of about 25,000, with most of the people living in South Lake Tahoe, California. The growth rate around the California side of the lake sits at around 2 percent a year, a rate that has remained the same for a number of years. Because of geographical constraints, the Lake Tahoe Basin is approaching buildout regarding new housing. And even though more people are making the area their year-round residence, the growth rate is kept low simply because there is not enough affordable housing or quality employment to attract and retain large increases in population. About 56,000 people live year-round in the Lake Tahoe Basin.


NEW ARRIVALS


New arrivals to the Reno/Tahoe area include singles, young families, executives, and senior citizens. The male-to-female ratio is almost 50/50. And if being an outsider has you worried, it shouldn’t. Less than one-fourth of the population on the Nevada side is native-born.


Many folks move here for their retirement. People older than age 55 make up more than 20 percent of our population, and to cater to this large percentage of seniors in the community, dozens of services and facilities are scattered throughout the area. They include services in nutrition, legal matters, volunteer programs, transportation, employment, and educational opportunities (see the Retirement chapter for more information on services and facilities).


RENO AND SPARKS


The cities of Reno and Sparks remain a crossroads for travelers just as they were in the late 1800s, but in addition to the renowned gaming establishments, the two cities are now also prime locations for corporate headquarters and manufacturing and distribution companies. In the past decade, hundreds of businesses have relocated to the area. The Economic Development Authority of Western Nevada (EDAWN) helped more than 60 companies to set up shop in the area between 2007 and 2008. These communities are definitely pro business. Nevada has no corporate income tax, personal income tax, unitary tax, inventory tax, franchise tax on income, franchise fee, estate tax, or gift tax. Because of their prime location (and with help from these other incentives), Reno and Sparks can truly be called “The Industrial Hub of the West.”


i Washoe County is named for the Indians who originally inhabited it.


Weather


Reno and Sparks are located in the Truckee Meadows. At an elevation of 4,400 feet above sea level in a high-desert plateau east of the Sierra Nevada, the area borders the Truckee River from the California border to just east of Sparks. Daily temperatures are mild on the whole, with a yearly average of 53 degrees. However, during summer the difference between the high and low temperatures can be as much as 45 degrees. This extreme fluctuation can sometimes cause health problems for people who are not used to such a dramatic temperature range. The humidity is low during the summer (about 25 percent) and moderate during the winter (about 60 percent). The sun shines an average of 300 days a year. Annual rainfall is around 7.5 inches, with the wettest month being January and the driest, July. Annual snowfall runs around 24 inches. The average high temperature in summer is 88 degrees and the low is 34. The average high temperature in winter is 51 degrees and the low is 22.


A real problem for some people, though, is the pollen count. When the sagebrush and the cottonwood trees are in bloom, people who tend to suffer from allergies sometimes have a rough time here. And at times during the winter, when the wind is stagnant, a haze layer will hang over the Truckee Meadows. But as soon as the wind kicks up again, it blows the haze layer away.


Employment


As a reflection of the economic downturn, toward the end of 2008 the unemployment rate in the Reno/Sparks area moved up to 7.5 percent from a longtime average of around 3.8. Hardest hit were construction and development jobs, which had been fueled by the high growth in residential and commercial building. Although business is expected to bounce back as the area continues to grow, the job market is still adjusting. In general, the area economy continues to diversify from its historic overdependence on gaming. The burgeoning warehouse industry in Sparks, for example, depends upon a ready supply of not only entry-level, blue-collar employees, but also a fair amount of experienced skilled workers. The area has also thrown out the welcome mat to dot-commers fleeing the high prices and low quality of life in Silicon Valley. The result is the development of a number of high-tech business parks, like Reno Tahoe Tech Center, South Meadows Business Park, and the Damonte Ranch Business Park. The granddaddy of all promises to be Tahoe-Reno Industrial Center, under development just east of Sparks. With 103,000 acres, it will be the largest industrial park in the country when fully built out. This is not to say, however, that employment in gaming and tourism is not an important element in the area’s job market. The eclectic variety of jobs, from casino dealers to software developers, mirrors the increasing economic diversity of the community. For a closer look at specific jobs, click on www.renohelpwanted.com. To find out about local business trends, pick up a copy of Northern Nevada Business Weekly, or read the business section of the Reno Gazette-Journal.


i In 2005 Inc. magazine voted the Silver State as one of the best places in the country to start and grow a business—because of its favorable regulatory environment, affordable housing, and pleasing climate.


Reno


The downtown area of Reno is, without a doubt, the most famous part of town. Reno’s nickname, “The Biggest Little City in the World,” is recognized around the globe. A stretch of land 3 blocks wide from the Truckee River Bridge on First Street north to Interstate 80 is home to the majority of the casinos, but several others are located outside downtown. Although the lion’s share of growth in the city of Reno is to the south, where most open land can be found, city planners continue to tweak plans to redevelop the downtown core. They have demolished old buildings (much to the chagrin of historical preservationists) to make way for art galleries, a movie theater, restaurants, and retail shops. The recent conversion of several hotel/casino complexes to condominiums, along with the construction of a number of new condo developments, has breathed new residential life into downtown. And even though the ReTRAC Project (which lowered the railroad tracks at a cost of about $504 million) was highly controversial, it has made the core of the city cleaner and quieter.






Interesting Statistics for the Reno/Sparks Area


Nevada state bird: mountain bluebird


Nevada state animal: desert bighorn sheep


Nevada state flower: sagebrush


Nevada state trees: single-leaf piñon pine, bristlecone pine


Nevada state song: “Home Means Nevada”


Nevada state motto: “All for Our Country”


Nevada state nicknames: Battle-born State, Sagebrush State, Silver State


Nevada state holiday: Nevada Day, celebrated the last Friday of October


Leading newspapers: Reno Gazette-Journal, Sparks Tribune


Median home price: $247,000 (end of 2008)


Percentage of state sales tax charged on purchases in Washoe County: 7.375


Percentage of persons 25 or older with bachelor’s degrees or higher: 23.7


Percentage of females: 49.3


Percentage of people who speak a language other than English: 20


Percentage of unemployed: 7.5 (end of 2008)


Average mean temperature: 53 degrees


Annual days of sunshine: 300


Annual visitors: 11 million


Number of registered voters in Washoe County: 206,150








The majority of people work in Reno because that’s where most of the businesses and commercial complexes in the Truckee Meadows are located. Many strip malls dot its landscape, and many mom-and-pop businesses are scattered around the city. The Truckee Meadows’s largest enclosed mall, Meadowood, with almost 1 million square feet of retail space, is located in Reno at the intersection of South Virginia Street and South McCarran Boulevard. The Summit Sierra offers more than 60 stores along with a multiplex theater and restaurants at the intersection of South Virginia Street and the Mt. Rose Highway.


Even though the city is growing, the people in Reno still demonstrate that Old Western hospitality that most visitors find charming and refreshing—especially if they come here from some of the more populated and hurried cities around the United States.


Sparks


In the early days, when Reno was making its mark as the sin capital of the United States because of the legalization of gambling, the old saying went: “Reno is so close to hell you can see Sparks.” Today that rivalry still exists between the two cities, but it’s all in fun.


Although for years Sparks was perceived as a sleepy little town (especially in comparison to Reno), recent strong growth to the east and north has injected vibrant energy into the community. No longer dependent upon its larger neighbor to the west for much of its shopping, entertainment, and eating out, Sparks is reveling in new development that has brought an eclectic variety of services right to its doorstep. With 643,000 square feet space clustered around Pyramid Way and Disc Drive, the new Galleria Sparks brings much-needed retail to the area. See the Shopping chapter for details and a listing of stores. City movers and shakers continue to encourage development in other areas such as along Vista and Sparks Boulevards as well as the continuing redevelopment of Victorian Square, a 6-block entertainment area in downtown. So far the Victorian Square project has added a 14-screen, state-of-the-art, digital-sound movie complex; a 740-space parking garage; and an interactive fountain adjacent to an 1880s-type central plaza.


An old gravel pit along I–80 near downtown was recently converted into a popular multiuse park. Sparks Marina Park, as it is now known, was once called Helm’s Gravel Pit. But during the flood of 1997, the pit filled up with water. With the help of a court settlement, the city began to transform the former eyesore into a complex that features an outdoor amphitheater, 2 miles of trails, a sandy beach area, shops, restaurants, and a trophy trout lake. The Nevada Department of Wildlife stocks the lake with two- to three-pound trout, and some local anglers have already proclaimed it a good place to fish. Adjacent to the park is the Legends at Sparks Marina, a multiuse complex that opened in 2008 with its anchor store Scheel’s, which is the largest sporting goods store in the world.


To some extent, Sparks will undoubtedly remain a bedroom community to Reno for at least a few years to come because housing is cheaper there and many people find jobs in Reno. With large amounts of vacant land still abutting the city limits, however, Sparks is destined to continue growing although at a more controlled rate than in the past decade.


i The Redfield Campus, a satellite of the University of Nevada, Reno, and Truckee Meadows Community College, is totally powered by an adjacent geothermal energy plant.


LAKE TAHOE


The Lake Tahoe area continues to be one of the most popular year-round resort areas in the United States. The crystal waters of the country’s largest alpine lake and its location, tucked between mountain ranges high in the Sierra Nevada, make it one of the most beautiful spectacles in the West and one of the most favored vacation destinations for Americans for more than a century. No other U.S. lake can boast an average water visibility of 125 feet or a 99.7 percent water purity rate—cleaner than drinking water in most U.S. cities.


Weather


The lake is 22 miles long and 12 miles across, with about 72 miles of shoreline. The 6,200-foot elevation makes its temperature slightly cooler than the Truckee Meadows. During summer, most people opt for casual clothes like T-shirts and shorts, but sweaters and lightweight jackets are usually worn during the cooler evenings. The sun shines an average of 274 days a year here, but the weather can be unpredictable, so a varied wardrobe is advisable when visiting the lake. It’s not unusual for snow to fall in every month.


In winter, the 20 feet of average snowpack and annual snowfall of up to 40 feet make it a skiers’ paradise (see the Winter Sports chapter for details). Most of the precipitation in the Tahoe Basin arrives as snow, with the annual rainfall clocking in at only around 8 inches. Although you might think the mountains would cause a high proportion of cloudy days, Tahoe is actually a very sunny place throughout the year. On an annual basis, 80 percent of the days have sunshine. Temperatures vary with the four seasons but are not the extremes found in some other mountain areas. The average winter high runs around 38 degrees; daily summer highs rarely exceed 80.


Starting in the spring when the snow melts away, Lake Tahoe becomes the perfect place to sail, swim, sailboard, fish, and play on the countless white beaches (see the Recreation chapter for more details). The sun shines a lot here and, as the Lake Tahoe Resort Association says, “Lake Tahoe kids smell like summer. It’s the combination of fresh mountain air, sunscreen, dirt, sweat, popsicles, and frantic child energy.”






Interesting Statistics for the Lake Tahoe Area


California state bird: California quail


California state animal: grizzly bear (although none are found in the state today)


California state flower: California poppy


California state tree: California redwood


California state fish: golden trout


California state insect: California dogface butterfly


California state song: “I Love You, California”


California state nickname: The Golden State


California state dance: West Coast swing dancing


Leading newspapers: Tahoe World, North Lake Tahoe Bonanza, The Sierra Sun, Tahoe Daily Tribune


Median family income in South Lake Tahoe: $40,572


Median home price: $945,000 (end of 2008)


Average mean temperature: 43 degrees








The communities along the North Shore and South Shore of Lake Tahoe are varied: small and big, sleepy and bustling. One exists for every mood and every perspective. Now let’s take a tour, beginning with the northeast shore.


i Lake Tahoe “must surely be the fairest picture the whole earth affords.”


—Mark Twain


North Shore


On the California side, the area from Meeks Bay to Tahoe Pines has the Old Tahoe feel to it, with gorgeous mansions tucked away in the woods and expansive white beaches with some of the prettiest scenery along the lake. Old Tahoe–style architecture emerged from the early 20th century when people traveled here by train, men went for groceries in dogsleds, and women carried shotguns to scare away the wild animals. The architecture includes a rustic look with a mix of native wood and stone on the exterior and a touch of 1890s San Francisco style, plenty of wood on the interior, including the floors, and at least one stone fireplace. This area is home to the Erhman Mansion at Ed Z’berg Sugar Pine Point State Park, which was the filming location for the movie Godfather II.


Traveling clockwise around the North Shore, the next little community is Tahoe City. This town is noted for its dam, Fanny Bridge (see the Attractions and Kidstuff chapters), and as the birthplace of the Truckee River. But when night falls, it transforms itself into a place where everyone seems to go for nightlife action on the California side of Lake Tahoe. Why? Because it has some of the best spots to go dancing on the North Shore where some of the hippest bands around play (see the Nightlife chapter). Some of its smaller nightspots are renowned around the lake for providing some of the most romantic atmospheres, too.


This little hamlet is followed by Carnelian Bay, Tahoe Vista, and Kings Beach. These towns line a flat stretch along the North Shore that is very popular because of its wide, public beaches and easy access to the lake. A variety of small stores can also be found along this stretch of California Highway 28. Carnelian Bay and Tahoe Vista are known for their great restaurants (see the Restaurants chapter) and their unsurpassed views of the lake. Kings Beach, the site of a seven-acre state beach and park of the same name, is the last stop on the California side of the North Shore.


At the extreme northern end of the lake is Crystal Bay, a community of hotels and casinos straddling the Nevada–California border. This is the location of the Cal Neva Resort Hotel and Casino, so called because half of it is in California and half is in Nevada. Onetime owner Frank Sinatra and his “Rat Pack” made this casino-resort famous. Frequent visitors in the old days included the Kennedys and some underworld figures. Crystal Bay is also home to the Tahoe Biltmore, the newly remodeled Crystal Bay Club Casino, Jim Kelley’s Tahoe Nugget, and other noted landmarks on the lake.


Continuing in a clockwise direction, you come upon Incline Village, Nevada, an upscale community set on a mountainside. In addition to panoramic views of the lake and great beaches, the village boasts one of the finest championship golf courses at Lake Tahoe (see the Golf chapter) and is also home to Sierra Nevada College (see the Education and Child Care chapter). The cost of housing here is some of the most expensive around the lake (see the Relocation chapter). From Incline Village to the intersection of US 50, NV 28 winds its way around the lake, revealing gorgeous, pristine beaches and sapphire-blue water. Just down the road is Sand Harbor, part of Lake Tahoe–Nevada State Park and home to summer music concerts and a Shakespeare festival in July (see the chapters on Parks, Recreation, Annual Events, and The Arts).


i An average of 1.4 million tons of water evaporates from the surface of Lake Tahoe every 24 hours, but this evaporation only drops the lake level about 0.1 inch.


South Shore


Spooner Lake sits near the intersection of US 50 and NV 28 and is the first landmark to define Lake Tahoe’s South Shore on our clockwise tour. Down US 50, the next landmark, Cave Rock, is a 25-yard tunnel carved from solid rock.


Zephyr Cove sits along the shoreline and is home to a mile of sandy, white beach. Zephyr Cove Beach is one of the best areas around the lake to bring the family to enjoy water activities, including parasailing, waterskiing, and Jet Skiing (see the Recreation and Kidstuff chapters). It is also the home port of the MS Dixie II, a paddle wheeler that cruises the lake.


At Lake Tahoe’s extreme south shore, on the Nevada side of the California–Nevada border, sits Stateline, the major casino center on the lake, with quality hotel-resorts featuring great dining, big-time entertainment, and, of course, gambling. MontBleu Resort Casino & Spa, Harrah’s Lake Tahoe, Harveys Lake Tahoe Casino & Resort, and the Horizon Casino Resort Lake Tahoe sit snugly along US 50 here, waiting for those of you who feel lucky (see the Resorts and Casino Nightlife chapters for more information). Edgewood Tahoe Golf Course is located here as well (see the Golf chapter).


Traveling over the California state line, you’ll come upon Heavenly Ski Resort in the town of South Lake Tahoe. The resort sits high in the mountains, providing panoramic views of the Nevada desert and the entire lake. As part of the Park Avenue Redevelopment Project, a gondola was put into operation in December 2000, allowing visitors to ride 2.4 miles from the state line to the top of Heavenly Ski Resort at 10,067 feet elevation to enjoy skiing in winter and views year-round. The Park Avenue Redevelopment Project encompasses 34 acres at the California–Nevada state line and has added the new Heavenly gondola, an ice-skating rink, a multiplex cinema, and a shopping village. South Lake Tahoe is the largest town on the lake and has one of the only two small airports serving Lake Tahoe. Many shops, restaurants, bars, and motels line US 50, which cuts through the heart of town.


Continuing around the lake, you come upon Emerald Bay, a sparkling green cove, secluded and framed by mountain peaks. Nestled on its shores is one of the most photographed spots in America—Vikingsholm Castle. The 38-room mansion was built in 1929, and some call it the finest example of Scandinavian architecture in the United States. This spot is also the jumping-off point for hikers burning to explore the high country and the 130 mountain lakes of the Desolation Wilderness, a 63,500-acre nationally designated wilderness area. Hikers have been known to walk the trails of this area for weeks before coming back to “civilization.” (A wilderness area is one in which the government has restricted access to only hiking and horseback riding; no motorized vehicles are allowed.)


So take the best in entertainment, gaming, dining, and accommodations, mix them with real, down-home Western hospitality and every outdoor activity you can name, and what do you have? The premier vacation and living location in the United States—if not in the world. Read on to discover why I think the Reno/Tahoe area is the ultimate playground.




GETTING HERE, GETTING AROUND [image: image]



The Reno/Tahoe area is easy to get to and easy to get around. Because the tourist industry is responsible for about 30 percent of the area’s income, a great deal of effort is put into making transportation accessible. So there’s a variety of plane, bus, and train services to get you here, and plenty of ground transportation to whisk you around. If you use any commercial mode of transportation to get here, I definitely recommend renting a car or an SUV once you arrive. You’ll need to be mobile so you can visit the many fascinating sights waiting for you around the area.


Lake Tahoe sits about 45 minutes to an hour away from Reno/Sparks. It’s more convenient to visit the lake if you have your own car; that way, you can stop to smell the pine trees at your leisure. If you don’t like to drive, especially during the snowy winter months, don’t worry—there’s commercial ground transportation to get you around. One important factor to keep in mind, however, is the fact that fluctuating fuel costs have made rates for transportation volatile in recent months. Keep in mind that the rates quoted here may have changed by the time you read this book. Also, many commercial transportation services are adding fuel surcharges that can range upwards of 10 percent on top of the total cost.


RENO/SPARKS


If you’re arriving by car, you can get to the Reno/Sparks area via two major highways. If you’re leaving the driving to someone else, you can get here via bus, train, or plane. The nice thing you’ll discover once you get here is that it’s fairly easy to get around. Although Reno/Sparks doesn’t suffer the agonizing gridlock found in some other cities, a few areas are congested at certain times of the day. The infamous Spaghetti Bowl (the intersection of Interstate 80 and U.S. Highway 395), the intersection of Moana and Kietzke Lanes, and the intersection of South Virginia Street and South McCarran Boulevard can cause your knuckles to turn white from about 4:00 to 6:00 p.m. during the week. Driving north on US 395, Pyramid Way, or on Vista Boulevard in Sparks can be an especially nerve-wracking challenge at that time of the day. The streets around Meadowood Mall can cause your blood pressure to rise on Saturday afternoon when shoppers are out in full force. If you’re not fond of driving in traffic, it’s best to avoid these particular spots at those times of day. Because street construction hasn’t kept pace with the rapid growth of the area, government entities are scrambling to catch up. The result is a number of major traffic projects that have been going on for several years.


On a happier note, the Reno/Tahoe International Airport is one of the easiest international airports in the United States to get to, park at, and fly out from. Several access routes are available to whisk travelers in and out, and I’ve never heard of anyone missing a flight because of backed-up traffic. The three-story parking garage, along with the outdoor lot, makes finding a parking spot easy, and local lore holds that hassles are few and far between.


The Regional Transportation Commission (RTC) bus line provides the Reno/Sparks area with public transportation service, and Amtrak provides daily east- and westbound train service.


Highways


The general highway system entering and leaving the Reno/Sparks area hasn’t changed much since the 1860s, when the east-west emigrant trail converged with the north-south trail at Lake’s Crossing in downtown Reno. Today the area is situated on two major highway corridors: I–80 and US 395.


Heading westbound, I–80 links the area to California through Donner Pass in the Sierra Nevada. Sacramento is about 160 miles away, and San Francisco lies about 250 miles from downtown Reno. I–80 eastbound transverses the entire northern part of the state, pops you out at Wendover, on the Nevada–Utah border, at about 400 miles, and leads on to Salt Lake City, Utah, some 520 miles from Reno.


US 395 south leads from Reno to southern California, trekking through Nevada’s capital, Carson City, 32 miles from Reno, the mountain town of Bishop, California, and eventually to Los Angeles, which is about 475 miles down the highway. Heading north on US 395, you slice through the extreme northeastern part of California and into Oregon; Goose Lake, on the California–Oregon border, is about 240 miles away. Even Las Vegas, the southern metropolis of Nevada, is 445 miles from Reno.


Surface Streets


If Reno is the heart of northern Nevada, then Virginia Street is its major artery. This main drag bisects Reno in a north-south direction and terminates both north and south of the city where it converges with US 395. Virginia Street, where it crosses the Truckee River at the old site of Lake’s Crossing, is the zero-zero point for the street-numbering system, which is set up as a grid. For example, Fourth Street west of Virginia Street is called West Fourth Street and switches to East Fourth Street—you guessed it—east of Virginia Street. The north-south roads are similarly split, using the Truckee River as the zero boundary; streets are labeled “north” on the north side of the river and “south” on the south side. The higher the address number, the farther it is from downtown, the Truckee River, and Virginia Street.


Another major thoroughfare that literally encircles Reno/Sparks is McCarran Boulevard. This four-lane road loops metropolitan Reno/Sparks and is about 23 miles in length. Insiders use the boulevard to quickly travel from one part of the area to another, avoiding the many smaller cross streets and traffic signals. The speed limit is 35 to 50 miles per hour. McCarran is called North McCarran north of its intersection with I–80 and South McCarran south of the intersection.


The casinos use a 24-hour, three-shift schedule for employees, but the majority of other working folks here are locked into a normal working day. Even though the rush hour is minimal, a prudent driver will stay away from the intersection of I–80 and US 395 during the early-morning and late-afternoon commute times. Insiders call the on- and off-ramps of the two converging highways the Spaghetti Bowl, and even though traffic rarely comes to a halt, it frequently slows to a crawl during the commute times. I suggest you use McCarran Boulevard during times of heavy traffic rather than I–80 or US 395, because McCarran will get you where you need to go even if it adds a few miles to your journey.


The driving rules of the road here are not complicated, but there are a few things to be aware of. Pedestrians in the casino area of downtown Reno and in the Victorian Square area of Sparks are notorious for charging in front of vehicles, avoiding crosswalks, and ignoring stop signs and red traffic lights. Special care must be taken when driving around foot traffic in these areas. Be especially alert for pedestrians and pedestrian crossings on all streets.


A big no-no here is failure to observe the speed limit in a school zone. Usually a flashing yellow light and a marked sign will alert drivers to the mandatory 15-mile-per-hour limit. A lapse will cost you about $250.


Speed limits can prove to be a problem for the visitor. On rural highways the limits range from 55 to 65 miles per hour, but on sections of I–80 drivers are allowed to drive at 70 miles per hour, so due care must be observed.


One last note about driving in Reno: Nevada laws on driving under the influence (DUI) of alcohol or drugs are tough. If chemical tests show a motorist has a blood alcohol concentration of .08 or more, or any detectable amount of a controlled substance, the first offense brings with it a revoked driver’s license for 90 days, and your vehicle will be impounded. You also will receive a mandatory jail sentence of two days to six months (this can be reduced if you complete a drug or alcohol treatment program), and a fine of $400 to $1,000, plus state fees. The second DUI within seven years yields a revoked driver’s license for one year, a mandatory jail sentence or residential confinement for 10 days to six months, and a $500 to $1,000 fine plus fees. If a motorist is convicted of a third DUI in Nevada, regardless of which state the first two were in, he or she is guilty of a felony that carries a mandatory sentence of one to six years in Nevada State Prison. The third conviction also results in a revoked driver’s license for three years and a $2,000 to $5,000 fine. A DUI conviction causing death or serious injuries will result in a prison term of up to 20 years.


Basically the rule here is: One drink, take a taxi. Any way you look at it, a cab ride is much less costly. So listen to the Insiders on this one—the odds are against you if you drink and/or do drugs and drive.


For more information on Nevada’s traffic laws, you can contact the Nevada Department of Motor Vehicles & Public Safety at (775) 684-4368. The DMV’s Internet address is nevadadmv.state.nv.us.


Airports


RENO/TAHOE INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT


2001 East Plumb Lane


Reno, NV


(775) 328-6870


www.renoairport.com


Named the fifth most efficient airport in the county by the Air Transport Research Society, Reno/Tahoe International Airport is one of the easiest international airports in the United States to get to, park at, and fly out from. It serves around 5 million passengers a year. The airport provides a full range of aviation services for the Reno/Sparks area, western Nevada, and northeastern California. It is within the Reno city limits and butts up against the city of Sparks. The commute time to the airport from the majority of the hotel/casinos in the area is about 15 minutes, and the drive is less than an hour from Lake Tahoe.


Driving to the airport from anywhere in the Reno/Sparks area is a breeze. The easiest access is to take US 395 (either north or south, depending on your starting location) to the airport exit and follow the signs to the terminal area. If you’re in downtown Reno, follow Virginia Street, Wells Avenue, or Kietzke Lane (or any other north-south street) south until you hit Plumb Lane. Go east on Plumb Lane until it ends at the airport, then follow the signs to the terminal.


The airport is classified a medium hub, primary commercial airport by the Federal Aviation Authority (FAA) and is served by Alaska, Allegiant, American, Continental, Delta, Delta Connection, Express Jet, Horizon Air, Southwest, United, Ted, and US Airways.


The airport covers some 1,450 acres and is staffed 24 hours per day. The terminal space includes U.S. Customs and Immigration offices and 23 second-level gates on two concourses. It’s designated a landing rights and Port of Entry airport.


The airport is also home to the Nevada Air National Guard (NVANG), the “High Rollers” who gained fame during the Persian Gulf War flying RF-4 Phantom reconnaissance aircraft. Today the High Rollers fly the C-130 Hercules transport aircraft to provide rapid pickup and airlift duties.


Thanks to a $31 million project to increase parking by 25 percent and improve the roadway in front of the terminal, dropping off and picking up passengers is stress-free and extremely easy. Be aware, however, that you cannot park and leave your car anywhere in front of the terminal because of security concerns. The traffic lanes in front of the terminal are for immediate loading and unloading. The easiest way to pick up passengers is to park in the cell phone waiting lot on the south side of the terminal loop and remain in your vehicle until the passengers call after having retrieved their luggage.


The 2,400-space, three-story parking garage takes the hassle out of finding a parking space. The surface lot to the south of the garage provides parking for 1,565 vehicles.


The garage offers long- and short-term parking for $1 for the first 30 minutes and $2 for the first hour with a daily maximum of $12 for long-term and $20 for short-term. Surface parking is the same rate for a maximum of $8 a day.


See the “Rental Cars” section and other ground transportation sections in this chapter for information on renting cars at the airport and other ways to get to and from the airport.


RENO STEAD AIRPORT


4895 Texas Avenue, Reno, NV


(775) 328-6570


www.airnav.com


www.renoairport.com


The Reno Stead Airport is a general aviation airport located 9 miles north of downtown Reno off US 395. The airport has two asphalt runways (8,080 feet and 7,600 feet), lights, hangars, and full services. The airport’s tower is not staffed and has a UNICOM frequency of 122.7. Pilots are not charged landing fees.


You can buy Jet A and 100 LL (lowlead) fuel from General Aviation Classics and rent tie-down space. Call (775) 972-5540 for information.


The Nevada Army National Guard has a facility located about 1 mile from the airport out of which military helicopter activities are conducted. Reno Stead Airport is also home to the annual National Championship Air Races in September, closing the airport to all general aviation aircraft (see the Annual Events chapter for details about the Reno Air Races).


Rail Service


The railroads literally put Reno and Sparks on the map, and today the Union Pacific Railroad still provides cargo shipments by rail through the Truckee Meadows. If you wish to experience the old-fashioned, unhurried method of passenger train transportation these days, look to Amtrak.


AMTRAK


280 North Center Street, Reno, NV


(775) 329-8638


(800) 872-7245/USA-RAIL


www.amtrak.com


Amtrak provides passenger train service through Reno, west to the Bay Area, and east to Chicago. The California Zephyr makes one daily stop eastbound and one westbound in the Truckee Meadows. The westbound California Zephyr, train number 5, stops at the downtown Reno station at midmorning on its way to the Bay Area. The eastbound California Zephyr, train number 6, stops at the Reno station in the late afternoon on its way to Chicago. Contact Amtrak for exact departure times; weather and track conditions in the mountains may affect schedules.


The one-way coach fare from Reno to Emeryville in the Bay Area runs around $38 depending on the time of year (children ride for half price). The coach fare from Reno to Chicago starts around $120 and goes up to about $200, depending on the time of year.


The California Zephyr offers movies, sleeping cars, dining cars, and a sightseeing lounge. The trip to the Bay Area is about six hours. The Chicago run takes about 45 hours. On its way to and from Chicago, the train stops in a number of western towns and cities, including Salt Lake City and Denver.


Amtrak also offers bus service to and from the Bay Area and Sacramento to the downtown Reno station.


Buses


The old joke around here is that not a lot of visitors arrive by bus, but after a bad night at the craps tables, a lot return home on one. The fact is that riding a bus may not be the fastest and the most sophisticated method of travel, but it usually is the cheapest.


AMTRAK


280 North Center Street, Reno, NV


(775) 329-8638 (800)


872-7245/USA-RAIL


www.amtrak.com


In addition to rail service, Amtrak also runs buses from Bay Area cities and Sacramento to the Reno area. Generally, traveling to Reno by bus is less expensive than traveling by rail. Contact Amtrak for schedules and rates.


iThe Fun Train and the Snow Train are charter services that bring passengers to Reno from the San Francisco Bay Area from January to March. The Fun Train is for young partiers; the Snow Train appeals to families and older travelers. For more information, call (800) 783-0783 or click on www.keyholidays.com.


GREYHOUND LINES


155 Stevenson Street, Reno, NV


(775) 322-2970, (800) 231-2222


www.greyhound.com


Greyhound offers seven westbound, two east-bound, and several north- and southbound departures daily. One-way nonrefundable fares west range from about $26 to Sacramento to $35 to San Francisco. The one-way nonrefundable fare east to Salt Lake City is $64, and if you go south to Las Vegas, the fare jumps to around $76. All fares are subject to change. Tickets may be purchased at the station at the time of departure, but Greyhound offers discounts if tickets are purchased a few days in advance.


Mass Transit


RTC INTERCITY


Regional Transportation Commission


2050 Villanova Drive, Reno, NV


(866) 687-7433


www.rtcwashoe.com


The commute between Reno and Carson City Monday through Friday can be relatively painless and cheap if you take advantage of RTC Intercity. For just $4 per trip you can ride in a comfortable coach that provides individual climate control, free WiFi, reclining seats, and storage space. You can transfer free to RTC Ride or RTC Access in Reno or JAC in Carson City. Rides are paid with cash or passes, which can be purchased for 10 rides at $34. For information on routes and schedules, check the Web site.


i Residents of Washoe County who are at least 60 years old are eligible for the Washoe Senior Ride Program, a taxi subsidy that provides ride vouchers at half price. For more information call (775) 348-0477.


RTC RIDE


RTC Ride Administrative Office


2050 Villanova Drive, Reno, NV


(775) 348-0400 (administration)


(775) 348-7433 (customer service)


www.rtcwashoe.com/transportation/citifare


RTC Ride, the public transit service for the area, operates 30 fixed routes in Reno and Sparks. Routes originate at the Citicenter Transit Center in downtown Reno and the new RTC Centennial Plaza in downtown Sparks. Buses travel outbound from these two hubs and go to outlying neighborhoods. The buses run seven days per week from about 4:30 a.m. to midnight, though some routes run 24 hours.


Bus fare is $2 for a one-way ticket. Seniors older than age 60, disabled people, and Medicare recipients pay $1. Youths between the ages of 5 and 18 ride the bus for $1.25. Children younger than age 5 ride free. RTC Ride does not charge for transfers, which are valid for one hour after bus ticket purchase.


Frequent passengers may purchase daily, weekly, and monthly passes, which are good for unlimited riding. Fares for a Daily Pass are: adult, $5; youth, $3; senior/disabled/Medicare, $2.50. For a 7-Day Pass it’s adult, $21; youth, $13; senior/disabled/Medicare, $10.50. For a Monthly Pass, costs are: adult, $70; youth, $44; senior, $35; disabled/Medicare, $26.


RTC Ride also offers RTC Access, a service by which disabled people may be picked up at their homes and taken to their destinations. The base fare ranges from $1.75 to $3.50 for a one-way prescheduled trip.


i If you need transportation for your pet in the Reno/Sparks area, you can call Pet Taxi at (775) 787-2222. Working with a network of shippers throughout the country, Pet Taxi can also facilitate your pet’s long distance travel to most destinations.


SIERRA SPIRIT


Regional Transportation Commission


2050 Villanova Drive, Reno, NV


(866) 687-7433


www.rtcwashoe.com


Operating free all day, every day, Sierra Spirit makes 32 stops between the University of Nevada, Reno, on the north end of downtown and the Nevada Museum of Art on the south end of downtown. Look for the yellow buses that come along about every 10 minutes from 7:00 a.m. to 9:00 p.m. daily.


Taxis


On any given day, hundreds of taxis buzz up and down the streets of Reno and Sparks. Riders may hail a cab, but calling ahead is the best way to guarantee a ride when you need one. Most taxis cluster around the big hotel/casinos and the airport.


The three cab companies that serve the Reno-Sparks area are: Reno-Sparks Cab (775-333-3333), Whittlesea Checker Taxi (775-322-2222), and Yellow Cab Company (775-355-5555).


None of these companies charge extra for additional passengers, but the maximum per taxi is five. On average, a taxi ride from the airport to downtown Reno or downtown Sparks is $12 to $14.


Limousines


Traveling in the plush comfort of a limousine is the most decadent way to cruise the streets of Reno/Tahoe. Heads turn when you pull up in your Lincoln Town Car with darkened windows, and everyone strains their necks trying to capture a glimpse of who might be riding in such unabashed style.


Most of the stretch limos have a wet bar and a stereo, and some come equipped with a television, cell phone, and a sliding moon roof. But the biggest perk, as far as I’m concerned, is that someone else drives the vehicle. These chauffeurs are not only the most competent drivers in the area, they are also the most knowledgeable. If a limo chauffeur doesn’t know where to find something or how to get someplace, it probably doesn’t exist.


The average cost for these luxury automobiles with drivers is $50 to $60 per hour without a wet bar and $80 per hour with a wet bar. Operators include Bell Limo (775-786-3700, 800-235-5400, www.bell-limo.com) and Executive Limousine (775-333-3300, 800-323-3958, www.exlimo.com).


By far the cheapest transportation to and from the airport is on the free courtesy shuttles operated by most hotels and casinos. But the limo companies can also get you there. In addition to their regular limousines, both companies offer service to the airport.


Rental Cars


I really wish I could tell you that a car is not necessary when you visit Reno/Tahoe, but I can’t. Sure, you can get along without one if all you want to do is hang around your hotel or casino day and night. But to really enjoy all that the area has to offer, you need to be mobile. You’d miss too much of the fun without a convenient way to get around. Renting a car is the best way to see the area. Plus, a rental car will allow you to experience some of the day trips we suggest later in this guide.


Rates vary from agency to agency, but the cost for an economy car with unlimited miles is between $16 and $30 per day. The big thing to remember when you rent a car at the airport, though, is that every government agency wants a piece of the rental-car action. So, above and beyond the daily rate, renters have to pay an airport surcharge or concession recoupment fee of 10 to 11.7 percent, depending on the company; a 7.25 percent Nevada sales tax; and a 6 percent Nevada rental fee, or Department of Motor Vehicle license tag fee. This means a whopping 23 to 24 percent is tacked on to the price of your rental car. Most companies also offer a $10 per day collision damage waiver. You’ll need a major credit card, a valid driver’s license, and a second picture ID. Most companies also require the driver to be at least 21 years old.


You can pick up rental cars at freestanding locations and at major hotels and casinos around town, but it might be more convenient to rent the car at the airport. Here are some of the companies that have offices in the airport:


ADVANTAGE


(775) 333-6677, (800) 777-5500


www.arac.com


ALAMO


(775) 323-7940, (800) 462-5266


www.goalamo.com


AVIS


(775) 785-2727, (800) 831-2847


www.avis.com


BUDGET


(800) 527-0700


www.budget.com


DOLLAR THRIFTY


(775) 329-0096, (800) 800-4000, (800) 367-2277


www.thrifty.com


ENTERPRISE


(775) 329-3773, (800) 325-8007


www.enterprise.com


HERTZ


(775) 785-2554, (800) 654-3131


www.hertz.com


NATIONAL


(775) 785-2768, (800) 227-7368


www.nationalcar.com


LAKE TAHOE


Even though Lake Tahoe rests high in the Sierra Nevada range, tucked in neatly between the borders of California and Nevada, it is quite easy to reach as long as the weather is cooperative. But during the winter months, large amounts of snowfall can make getting here quite a challenge. Be sure to check road conditions before setting out in winter. For California roads, call (800) 427-7623 (ROAD) and enter the highway number; for Nevada, call (877) 687-6237. The California Web site is www.dot.ca.gov, and the Nevada Web site is www.nevadadot.com.


A four-wheel-drive vehicle is ideal for winter road conditions, and chains may be required on cars during storms. (See the Winter Sports chapter for more about winter driving.)


Be aware that traffic in and out of the Lake Tahoe Basin is very heavy at certain times of the year and hours of the day. On the days immediately before and after holidays and weekends (when everyone seems to arrive and leave all at once), stalled traffic is a distinct possibility. Accidents and snowfall can further complicate driving conditions.


Traffic out of ski resorts in winter is very heavy from 3:00 to 4:30 p.m., especially from the Alpine Meadows, Squaw Valley USA, and Northstar-at-Tahoe ski resorts. To avoid the congestion you may want to stay away from these areas at that time of day, unless you are skiing. Summer traffic is heavier in the mornings and evenings as visitors and residents alike travel to and from the day’s destination.


Avoid traveling to and from Lake Tahoe around the holidays and at peak daily travel times if you want to avoid the masses. Driving around the lake can be particularly busy at certain locations—in South Lake Tahoe and the Emerald Bay areas in summer, for instance—but usually the 72 miles around the lake can be traveled by car with little or no problem. Mass transit can afford you cheap and reliable transportation if you don’t care to drive yourself.


i The highways and major roads between Reno and Lake Tahoe are plowed and sanded as necessary in an attempt to ensure the safest driving conditions during snowstorms, but all drivers, regardless of whether they are in a four-wheel-drive vehicle or not, are advised to carry tire chains in winter.


Highways


Six highways lead into Lake Tahoe; from the Reno/Sparks area you have the option of using five of the six. The most reliable and easiest way out of the Truckee Meadows to Lake Tahoe is via I–80.


This route follows I–80 west from Reno to the California town of Truckee. From Truckee, California Highway 267 cuts south past Northstar-at-Tahoe to the northern part of the lake. The highway will pop you out at Kings Beach.


If you stay on I–80 through Truckee, you can pick up another scenic route to the lake. Just before Donner Memorial State Park, California Highway 89 heads south to the lake. This highway passes the Squaw Valley USA and Alpine Meadows ski resorts and brings you out at Tahoe City.


The Reno-to-Tahoe route traveled by most Insiders is over the Mt. Rose summit. To reach this route, you travel out of Reno on US 395 south until the road intersects Nevada Highway 431. The highway climbs southwest over the summit to the lake and brings you out at Incline Village. A word of warning here: This route is by far the most scenic, but it is also the most dangerous. The highway is loaded with switchbacks and climbs steeply up the mountain from 4,400 feet to more than 8,000 feet at the summit, then rushes down to the lake. In summer, driving the skinny two-lane road can be heart-pounding, and in winter, it can be treacherous. Even though the highway is tight and winding, Insiders will fly up and down it no matter what the road conditions. So if you find yourself with a death grip on the steering wheel and holding up more than three cars, look for a pullout and let the faster traffic pass. I’ll also give you odds that four out of five Insiders will not know where NV 431 is located. I know it as the Mt. Rose Highway. (See the Attractions chapter for details about this scenic drive.)


Another route to Lake Tahoe from Reno involves driving south to Carson City via US 395. Outside of Carson City, U.S. Highway 50 heads west over Spooner Summit to the lake. US 50 brings you out just north of Zephyr Cove, a short drive from Stateline.


If you continue south out of Carson City on US 395, you can travel another scenic route to Lake Tahoe. US 395 continues south until it intersects Nevada Highway 88 near Minden. NV 88 intersects Nevada Highway 207, known to Insiders as the Kingsbury Grade. This highway stretches over Daggett Pass to the lake. The highway intersects US 50 just north of Stateline. Once again, this road is scenic but treacherous, especially during winter. Great care should be used when driving this road.


From Sacramento two routes lead to Lake Tahoe: the I–80 route to Truckee and the US 50 route up to the south shore of the lake. The I–80 route is much faster, but US 50 is more scenic. US 50 passes Echo Lake and the Upper Truckee River and brings you out at South Lake Tahoe.


Surface Streets


A single highway encircles the lake, but it changes its designation four times. Beginning just east of Kings Beach and heading clockwise, the highway is Nevada Highway 28 until it intersects US 50 near Spooner Lake. It’s US 50 until you leave South Lake Tahoe, where it changes to CA 89 and continues north to Tahoe City. From Tahoe City to Kings Beach, it is California Highway 28. Most of the residential and commercial streets in the little towns that dot the lake are easy to find with the help of a good local map.


Airports


RENO/TAHOE INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT


(See the write-up earlier in the chapter.)


TRUCKEE TAHOE AIRPORT


10356 Truckee Airport Road, Truckee, CA


(530) 587-4119, (800) 359-2875, (530) 587-4540,


www.truckeetahoeairport.com


A general aviation airport that is located between Truckee and Kings Beach, Truckee Tahoe Airport offers a full range of airport services for corporate and private aircraft. It has a 24-hour UNICOM year-round on frequency 122.8 and an Automated Weather Observation System (AWOS) on frequency 118.0 or by phone at (530) 587-4599. The airport has two paved runways (7,000 feet and 4,650 feet) and offers aircraft fueling with octane, 100 LL (lowlead), and Jet A fuel with ramp services from 7 a.m. to 7 p.m. daily. Other services include a deli, scenic flights, summer glider rides, aircraft charters, aircraft rentals, instruction, and aircraft maintenance. The airport has recommended noise abatement procedures and a voluntary curfew between 11 p.m. and 6 a.m. See the Web site for details. Rental cars, including four-wheel-drive vehicles and vans, are available from Hertz at (530) 550-9191. The airport also offers seasonal ground transportation.


LAKE TAHOE AIRPORT


1901 Airport Road


South Lake Tahoe, CA


(530) 541-4082, (530) 541-0480


www.laketahoeairport.com


Lake Tahoe Airport is a nonhub airport located just south of the Y intersection of CA 89 and US 50. It’s paved runway is 8,544 feet long. The airport does not charge a landing fee for private aircraft but charges $10 per day and up for overnight tie-down fees, depending on the size of the aircraft. Jet A and 100 LL (low-lead) fuel are available from Trajen FBO Network (530-541-2110). Charter and sightseeing flights as well as aircraft rentals are offered by Helitahoe Helicopter Services, (530) 544-2211.


Rail Service


AMTRAK RAILROAD STREET AND COMMERCIAL ROW


Truckee, CA


(800) 872-7245/USA-RAIL


www.amtrak.com


The California Zephyr makes two daily stops in Truckee, which serves as a jumping-off point for Lake Tahoe. The westbound California Zephyr, train number 5, pulls into the unstaffed Truckee station in the late morning on its way to the Bay Area. Passengers have just a few minutes to disembark and board. The eastbound California Zephyr, train number 6, arrives in Truckee on its way to Chicago at midafternoon. Again, passengers only have a few minutes to board and disembark. Call Amtrak for ticket price information and specific departure and arrival times.


Buses


GREYHOUND LINES


10065 Donner Pass Road, Truckee, CA


(800) 231-2222


www.greyhound.com


Greyhound Lines offers two eastbound and three westbound departures from its station in Truckee every day. The facility is open from 10:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m.


NO STRESS EXPRESS


(775) 885-9832


www.nostressexpress.com


This bus line runs the Reno Airporter, which provides daily service from the Reno/Tahoe International Airport to both North and South Lake Tahoe along with service to various ski resorts, San Francisco and Sacramento. The company uses vans and midsize buses. The roundtrip fares run $100. Tickets may be purchased at the company’s desk in the airport’s baggage claim area or online.


NORTH LAKE TAHOE EXPRESS


(866) 216-5222


www.northlaketahoeexpress.com


North Lake Tahoe Express offers daily year-round scheduled service to Reno/Tahoe International Airport from a variety of locations around the North Shore Lake Tahoe. A one-way ticket to the airport costs around $35. The company also offers a Shoppers Special bus to Summit Sierra shopping center in Reno. During the summer months, their service includes free shuttles to Northstar-at-Tahoe and Emerald Bay. For schedules and routes call (775) 323-3727.


SOUTH TAHOE EXPRESS


Reno/Tahoe International Airport


Reno, NV


(775) 325-8944, (866) 898-246


www.southtahoeexpress.com


Formerly Tahoe Casino Express, South Tahoe Express runs 11 departures in large buses from Reno/Tahoe International Airport to Lake Tahoe’s South Shore hotel/casinos. The cost runs about $47 round-trip. You’ll find their office in the airport by carousel five in the baggage claim area.


Mass Transit


Mass transit is not a problem around the lake. About eight different modes of transportation are available to whisk you from one little town to the next and all the beaches and parks in between.


BLUEGO


1679 Shop Street


South Lake Tahoe, CA


(530) 541-7149


www.bluego.org


Using the latest technology, BlueGo provides a variety of bus services to the South Shore Lake Tahoe area. Look for computerized kiosks around town for specific information. Services offered include door-to-door minivans, scheduled bus routes, and the Nifty Fifty Trolley, which operates from 10:00 a.m. to 10:00 p.m. during summer only.


TAHOE TROLLEY (TART)


870 Cabin Creek Road, Truckee, CA


(530) 550-1212, (800) 736-6365


www.placer.ca.gov


This trolley service operates between Stateline and Emerald Bay on Tahoe’s South Shore, and Tahoe City from late June to Labor Day. The trolley runs a day route from 8:00 a.m. to 5:30 p.m. hourly. Adults ride for $1.50 or can purchase a daily pass for $3.50; seniors, disabled people, and children ages 6 through 12 get an unlimited daily pass for $1.75. Children age 5 and younger ride free.


TAHOE AREA REGIONAL TRANSIT (TART)


870 Cabin Creek Road, Truckee, CA


(530) 550-1212, (800) 736-6365


www.placer.ca.gov


This public bus service runs from Incline Village to Sugar Pine Point State Park near Meeks Bay and offers shuttle service from Tahoe City to Truckee. Buses on these routes are equipped with racks for bicycles and snow skis. The one-way adult fare is $1.50. Children age 5 and younger ride free. Allday passes are $3.50 for adults, $1.75 for seniors, and 75 cents for disabled passengers. TART buses operate from 6:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m. seven days a week.


Full-Service


Transportation Companies


SQUAW CREEK TRANSPORTATION


400 Squaw Creek Road, Squaw Valley, CA


(866) 909-7433


www.tahoesbest.com (click on transportation link)


This company offers a variety of transportation options, from shuttles to Reno/Tahoe International Airport and other airports, to tours and charter services, along with a complimentary shuttle service in the Squaw Valley area. The fleet includes shuttle buses, a motor coach, luxury SUVs and sedans, vans, and limousines.


Taxis


If you’re used to flagging down a cab at a moment’s notice, you might find it a little difficult to do so around Lake Tahoe. Although a few companies operate here, taxis aren’t the most popular form of transportation. Those operating on the North Shore include Alpine Taxi (775-833-4433), Independent Taxi (530-546-8687), and North Tahoe Checker Taxi (866-420-8294). At South Shore you’ll find Lake Tahoe Taxi (530-577-7000) and Yellow Cab (530-544-5555 and 775-588-1234).


Limousines


The following companies offer limousine service around the lake.


ALADDIN LIMOUSINES


(530) 544-3333, (800) 546-6009


www.aladdinlimo.net


Aladdin’s fleet includes a limo and a town coach; the limo rate is $75 per hour and the coach is $120 per hour. There is a three-hour minimum for the limo and a four-hour for the coach. The company also provides service from the South Shore to Reno/Tahoe International Airport.


ALL SEASONS TAHOE LIMOUSINE SERVICE


(530) 577-2727, (800) 334-1826


www.tahoelimo.com


The basic rates for limo service from this company range from $50 to $65 per hour, plus tax and gratuity, with a two-hour minimum. The company services the Reno area as well as Sacramento, San Francisco, Los Angeles, and other destinations.


NORTH TAHOE LIMOUSINE


Cal Neva Resort Hotel and Casino


Crystal Bay, NV


(800) 832-8213, (530) 546-5888


www.northtahoelimo.com


The only limo company headquartered at North Shore Lake Tahoe, North Tahoe Limousine offers an eight-passenger stretch limo for $65 per hour and a six-passenger limo for $50. Both cars come with fully stocked bars. A two-hour minimum rental is required. The company will also take you to airports in Sacramento, San Francisco, or Reno. North Tahoe also has a 15-passenger bus for parties and tours.


SIERRA WEST LIMOUSINE


(775) 588-4500


Sierra West Limousine provides a full line of luxury coaches with the latest amenities for passenger comfort. Call for rates.


Rental Cars


North Shore


ALPINE AUTO RENTAL


Incline Village


(775) 833-4424


HERTZ


Truckee Tahoe Airport


(530) 550-9191, (800) 654-3131


South Shore


AVIS


Stateline


(530) 544-5289, (800) 831-2847


www.avis.com


HERTZ


Stateline


(775) 586-0041, (800) 654-3131


www.hertz.com


ENTERPRISE


Stateline


(775) 586-1077, (800) 736-8222


www.enterprise.com




HISTORY [image: image]



The cities in northern Nevada aren’t like other cities around the United States. Here you can play slot machines in grocery and convenience stores or watch a 60-foot-tall indoor mining rig pump out spendable dollar tokens. Most of the cities are somewhat eccentric with a splash of the fantastic thrown in, and they all have a way of grabbing your attention.


Like the rest of Nevada, the Reno/Tahoe area is steeped in history, including battles with Native Americans, ill-fated wagon trains, gunfights, gold and silver strikes, and, of course, scandals. These colorful pieces of history are what make the area so fascinating.


Colonel H. B. Maxson, an early Reno/Tahoe pioneer, wrote in his autobiography the following about his introduction to Reno:


“I was reared in a strict Baptist community in New York and was taught to be respectful to all, but sociable with few without being properly introduced. My first lesson in Western hospitality was received on a train to Reno.


“A very pleasant man passed through the car addressing everyone as ‘my son’ and extending the greetings of the day. This was contrary to my teachings and I declined to answer him. But later I observed that everybody spoke to him so I asked the conductor who the old gentleman was and he said with a laugh, ‘That’s the governor of Nevada.’ For the first time I realized that the customs of the West were certainly different from the teachings of the East.


“At the first opportunity I apologized and told the governor that I was taught not to talk with strangers and had heard that the trains out West were filled with confidence men who parted innocent eastern travelers from their money. Whereupon, the governor laughed and told everyone on the train that he had been taken for a three-card monte sharp and when we got to Reno he treated the house at the Old Depot Hotel bar and paid for me to stay in the best room in the house.”


Many who live here today will tell you that things really haven’t changed since then.


THE FIRST NEVADANS


Long before trailblazer John C. Frémont made his expedition through the Truckee Meadows (the area bordering the Truckee River from the California state line to just east of what is now Sparks), Native Americans inhabited the state. Although anthropologists claim that more than 27 tribes roamed the Nevada wilderness, only two—the Washoes and the Northern Paiutes—gathered seeds and other foodstuffs and fished and hunted in the Reno/Tahoe area. These tribes had to search for food constantly, making survival of the individual family their highest priority. The search for food kept them perpetually on the move, with little time for leisure.


These two tribes were more fortunate than most other Nevada tribes because, for part of the year, they had two abundant lakes to fish. The Washoes fished Lake Tahoe, one of the deepest and highest alpine lakes on the continent, and the Northern Paiutes fished Pyramid Lake, a starkly beautiful watershed 25 miles northeast of present-day Reno. Both tribes also became adept at making decoys from wood and tules (long reedlike plants that grow in the wetlands) to hunt the waterfowl that used Tahoe and Pyramid Lakes as landing zones on their southern migratory trek.


Native American handicrafts not only included fashioning these elaborate decoys but also basket weaving. These baskets were not for decoration but were essential tools, a means of carrying food and water.


Their decoy- and basket-making became legendary around Nevada. Experts consider the Washoes to be the best basket makers in the United States; Dat-So-La-Lee, a Washoe Indian who died in 1925, was thought to be the best of the best. She was known to spend as long as one year working on a single basket. Some of her work can be seen in the Nevada State Museum in Carson City and at the Nevada Historical Society in Reno (see the Day Trips and Attractions chapters).


These early inhabitants of the Reno/Tahoe area didn’t plant crops. They were gatherers, so they used their handcrafted baskets to carry the pine nuts they harvested to supplement their food supply through the sometimes-harsh winters. During late fall, they gathered at the piñon groves for the harvest. The men beat the seed-filled pinecones to the ground with long poles, and the women collected the cones in their baskets. After the nuts were removed from the cones, cleaned, and roasted, they gathered to enjoy a family reunion.


Although known for their hard lives, these tribes are also credited with establishing a longstanding Reno/Tahoe tradition—gambling. That’s right, the Washoes and the Northern Paiutes would bet on just about anything, including running games and games of strength and agility. Their wagers sometimes consisted of everything they owned, including their blankets, baskets, jewelry, feathers, and even their prized rabbitskin robes. These gambling games would sometimes go on for days, and while a few families walked away rich with new possessions, others were left with literally just the skins on their backs.


These two tribes remained in the area to greet the first white explorers but soon found them more of a threat to their civilizations than the harshest winter or drought-ridden summer.


TRAILBLAZERS, MAPMAKERS, AND RISK TAKERS


“The beaver are so plentiful a man has no need for traps. The little varmints just jump into your tote-sack.”


That’s the legend that Jedediah Smith, a trapper with the Rocky Mountain Fur Company, heard in 1827. So he and 15 other trappers blazed a trail into the Reno/Tahoe area to prove the legend of the beaver and to find the mythical San Buenaventura River that supposedly flowed from the Rocky Mountains to the Pacific Ocean. Unfortunately, they found neither.


Smith is credited, however, with being the first white man to cross the present state of Nevada near Reno and the first to encounter and write about the Native American tribes in the area. Because of his early encounter and friendship with the Native Americans, other early Nevada explorers owed Smith a great deal—especially John C. Frémont, a pathfinder for the U.S. Army engineers.


Even though several pioneers, including John Bidwell, John Bartleson, and Joseph Chiles, crossed northern Nevada before him, Frémont is credited with the exploration of the Reno/Tahoe area. In 1844 he led an expedition through northeastern Nevada to Pyramid Lake and finally to the Truckee Meadows. Frémont, along with legendary scout and frontiersman Kit Carson, charted the new territory and, as Smith attempted years before, searched for the San Buenaventura River. When Frémont first saw a river emptying into Pyramid Lake, he thought it might be the Buenaventura, but he realized that it was too small to be the mythical river. He was glad, however, to see his new find teeming with fish. Frémont’s small band had endured many months in the sparse high desert, living off small game and birds, and the feast of fresh-caught fish was a welcome respite. They filled up on their catch and called the swift river the Salmon-Trout River after the tasty fish. Historians agree that later mapmakers changed the stream’s name to the Truckee River in honor of a Paiute chief who served as a guide for other expeditions.


Frémont, Carson, and their group pressed on from the Truckee Meadows and first saw Lake Tahoe from the top of Red Lake Peak, now called Carson Pass. Frémont first named this magnificent body of water Lake Bonpland, for a botanist, but referred to it as Mountain Lake on his maps. The name was later changed to Lake Bigler for a California governor, and finally, in 1945, the California Legislature changed the name to Lake Tahoe, which is derived from a bastardized Native American word meaning “big water.”


Frémont’s expedition circumnavigated northern Nevada and proved that the San Buenaventura did not exist. But, more importantly for scientists, the expedition also determined that the Great Basin of northern Nevada has no outlet and that all its rivers flowed inward. His wife, Jesse, best sums up Frémont’s importance to the area: “From the ashes of my husband’s campfires have sprung cities.”


Frémont paved the way for other American pioneers to trek through the Truckee Meadows, but without a doubt the most famous emigrants to the Reno/Tahoe area were members of the ill-fated Donner Party. In 1846, George Donner and his brother, Jake, led an 87-member wagon train from Fort Hall, Idaho, on the Oregon Trail to the Truckee Meadows. The two had read a book by Lansford Hastings, who described a shortcut through the Sierra Nevada to the promised land—California. The two Donner brothers persuaded the impatient families in the wagon train that the shortcut was the better route.


After many setbacks suffered during the trek through the treacherous high desert, the Donner Party arrived in the Truckee Meadows in mid-October. After the stark, vast Nevada desert, the plush campsites along the Truckee River were a welcome sight and enticed the party to stay for several days to rest up. This luxury proved fatal.


Fort Hall locals, who knew about the harsh Nevada winters, warned both brothers to cross the Sierra Nevada before the first snowfall, but members of the weary party easily convinced the leaders to stay. After all, they argued, what harm can a few more days make? But by the time they reached the mountain pass (now called the Donner Pass) between Nevada and California, heavy snows forced them to turn around and to head back toward the Truckee Meadows. As fate would have it, deep snow prevented them from reaching the docile meadows. Instead, the party was forced to pitch camp near the present site of Truckee, California, to weather out the winter.


With no game to hunt and a dwindling food supply, the Donner Party struggled to stay alive through the harsh winter by eating their pack animals, their shoes, and their leather harnesses. But their most gruesome act—the one remembered throughout history—was cannibalism. When their supplies ran out and some of the old people and babies starved to death, members of the Donner Party ate their corpses. When rescuers finally reached the lake in April 1847, they found only 47 of the original 87 members alive. (See the Day Trips chapter for more information on Donner Memorial State Park in Truckee.)


Although the Hastings Cutoff garnered a reputation as a death route, pioneers continued to use the shortcut to reach California, even more so when gold was discovered outside Sacramento in 1848. This gold strike soon made the Truckee Meadows a jumping-off point for prospectors heading into California. Wagon train after wagon train poured into the Reno area, and it soon became “an important crossroads where the north-south, east-west emigrant trails met,” according to the late local historian Mike Land.


You only have to glance at the variety of names in local telephone books to realize the international flavor of the Reno/Tahoe area. Adding to the melting pot begun with the first Native Americans, early settlers represented such diverse cultures as the Cornish, Irish, Scottish, English, Chinese, French, Mexican, and Basque. They mined silver, built canals, herded sheep, and constructed railroads from the 1850s on. The French and Spanish Basques were especially influential, settling all over northern Nevada and assuming positions of power and leadership in their communities. To indulge in the cuisine of this delightful ethnic mix of peoples, see the Restaurants chapter. For details about the many groups that celebrate their cultures in the area, see The Arts chapter.


i The first train robbery in the West occurred 7 miles east of Reno in November 1870. “Smiling Jack” Davis of Virginia pulled the stickup.


LAKE’S CROSSING BECOMES RENO


Myron Lake knew a good deal when he saw one. A capable businessman who was both energetic and visionary, Lake knew when he saw Charles W. Fuller’s bridge across the Truckee River in 1861 that Fuller was on to something. After all, travelers on the north-south and east-west trails had to cross the swift little river, and the choices were few—wade, swim, or use the rickety toll bridge.


But Fuller’s bridge was flawed—every time the river rose, the bridge washed away. He rebuilt the bridge several times between 1859 and 1861, but Fuller was a Missouri settler, not an architect, so in 1861 he decided to sell out and move on to better business deals, and Lake was ready to buy him out. Just as it has happened so many other times in this area, one man’s misfortune turned out to be another man’s jackpot.


Lake first rebuilt the bridge (much sturdier this time) and added a trading station, inn, and bar. He also bought up the land 14 miles north and 3 miles south of his bridge. Lake was a veteran of the Mexican War and still kept up on Washington, D.C., politics. He calculated that railroads would soon cross the country, linking the East and West Coasts, and he guessed they would come through the Truckee Meadows. He guessed right.


Lake held all the aces and knew he held a winning hand. The railroad was coming, and the discovery in 1859 of the Comstock Lode in Virginia City sent silver seekers flocking to the Truckee Meadows. The only road to the silver-rich city just happened to be across Lake’s new bridge, and he grew richer and richer from the tolls paid by those supplying the miners in Virginia City. And he charged for every single thing crossing his bridge: horses, cattle, wagons, chickens, pigs, sheep, and, of course, the men. If it crossed the bridge, he got money for it.


Lake expanded his holdings, buying more land and constructing more buildings. Besides his river property, he owned a gristmill and a livery stable, and he also continued to buy up rangeland. By 1864, the area that eventually became the city of Reno was known as Lake’s Crossing. But Lake’s greatest business deal came four years later with Charles Crocker of the Central Pacific Railroad.


The Central Pacific and Union Pacific Railroads raced each other across the West, laying track and acquiring good right-of-way land. The Central Pacific headed east from California, and the Union Pacific headed west from Nebraska. The Central Pacific reached the Truckee Meadows first, even though the railroad took five years to cross the Sierra Nevada, but the length of time didn’t bother Lake. He was waiting for the railroad when it reached Lake’s Crossing in March 1868.


Lake had already struck a deal with Crocker of the Central Pacific, asking only that a train depot be built on his property. In return, Lake promised to deed 400 acres to the railroad. Crocker liked the deal, surveyed the land, and divided it into building lots. To thank Lake, Crocker had the railroad deed back 127 lots to Lake. The two then auctioned off the city six weeks later.


The railroaders decided that the new town should be called “Argenta,” a poetic term meaning silver. After all, the discovery of the Comstock Lode in Virginia City really put the Truckee Meadows in the annals of history. But Crocker wanted to honor an old family friend, Union general Jesse Lee Reno, who was killed at the Battle of South Mountain, Maryland, in 1862. At first the name met with resistance because Reno had never once stepped foot in Nevada; however, Comstock miners and the new town’s citizens admitted that the simple name “Reno” had a good ring to it, and the name stuck.


SILVER PUTS RENO/TAHOE ON THE MAP


“Can you shoot?”


That’s the first question the editor of the Gold Hill Daily News on the Comstock asked Wells Drury when he applied for the job of a newspaper reporter in 1874.


“Will you stand without hitching? You can write what you please. Nobody will censor it. But you have to defend yourself if anybody has a kick,” the editor said, throwing a shooting-iron down on his desk. “We call this six-shooter the ‘family bible.’ You may need it. You may not.”


Drury got the job and later that day covered “one murder, two fatal mine accidents, and a runaway stage coach.” He also gained a reputation as a gunfighter when he pointed the “family bible” at a town bully and blew off the man’s left ear. Those were the days when Virginia City and Gold Hill on the Comstock Lode were the “hell-raisingest” mining camps in the world. And a history of Reno/Tahoe would be remiss if it didn’t mention the silver find that gave birth to these two towns just 20 miles away from Reno on the slopes of Mount Davidson. The Comstock Lode put Reno on the map and made Lake Tahoe the center of a logging empire that supplied the towns with timber to shore up their mines, build their structures, and lay their railroad tracks.


Brothers Hosea and Ethan Grosh staked their claim in Gold Canyon on the southern slope of Mount Davidson in 1853. Although they didn’t find the much sought-after gold, they did identify the “messy blue mud” that got in the other gold prospectors’ way. It was silver, and for the next three years the brothers tried desperately to find the financial backing they needed to properly examine the silver deposits. Unfortunately, both brothers died in 1857 before profiting from their discovery. In fact, their find remained a secret.


After the brothers died, a shifty con man named Henry Comstock, for whom the silver find was named, moved into their cabin and announced to the other miners that he had been made the Groshs’ partner in exchange for keeping their land free from would-be claim jumpers. According to historian Mike Land, “Comstock had no idea about the silver find. He was just a lucky little man who was in the right place at the right time.”


Not far from Comstock’s cabin, Patrick McLaughlin and Peter O’Riley discovered more gold flakes surrounded by the blue-black mud. The two men staked a claim and prospected the gold while throwing away the silver-rich earth. Comstock heard about the find and conned McLaughlin and O’Riley into believing that they were trespassing on his land. He offered to make them and an old prospector named James Finney partners for an equal share in their claim. They agreed, and the four formed the Comstock Company and began pulling out gold from a mine they named Ophir, after one of King Solomon’s mines. The partners still knew nothing of the silver they were throwing away until some ore wound up in the Truckee Meadows.


The blue-black mud interested two ranchers in the Truckee Meadows, who sent some off to a mining office in California. The sample was assayed and was found to be loaded with silver. But before the two ranchers could act on the welcome news, James Walsh and Joseph Woodward, two insiders who worked in the assay office, scurried to the Ophir Mine to buy out the four prospectors before they could hear about the wealth of silver. Three of the owners sold their shares outright for $2,500 apiece, but Comstock held out for $11,000, thinking he was the better businessman. In reality, the four sold their rights to $310 million worth of silver for $18,500. When Walsh and Woodward returned to California, they spread the word of their find, and the great silver rush on the Comstock Lode began.


Virginia City and Gold Hill grew up from the Ophir Mine; the silver boom helped fatten the coffers of Reno as well. And while Lake Tahoe was pretty much a myth up to this time (known only to Native Americans and a few hardy explorers), the rush to riches beginning in 1860 literally put it on the map. When word of the enormous silver deposit in Nevada reached settlers in nearby California, hordes of aspiring millionaires saddled their horses and hit the hair-raising trail over the Sierras to the mines. Choked daily with hundreds of mule teams, stagecoaches, and riders, the narrow path took travelers right past Lake Tahoe. To accommodate these first travelers to the area, way stations sprang up, including Yank’s Station near Echo Summit, and Lake House, Tahoe’s first lakeshore hotel, near present-day Al Tahoe in South Lake Tahoe.


In addition to providing the ever-important route to the silver fields, the Lake Tahoe area also offered a resource critical for the development of the mines. The towering virgin forests yielded the massive timbers needed to shore up mine shafts and wood to drive steam engines. The Comstock’s insatiable appetite for wood fueled the wholesale plunder of Tahoe’s timberlands by lumbermen eager for huge profits. Mills that opened near Glenbrook on the east side of the lake used an innovative flume system to transport the timber over the mountains to the mines.


Lumber was hauled by rail to the top of Spooner Summit and then shot down a V-flume to Carson City, where it was hauled by rail to Virginia City. Near Incline Village, logs were hauled to the top of the mountain via a 4,000-foot tramway and then dumped into a flume that carried them to their pickup point for the railroad. The town of Incline Village derives its name from this tramline. To ensure a steady supply of water to float timbers in the flumes, the lumber companies built dams and created Spooner and Marlette Lakes (see the Recreation and Winter Sports chapters for present-day activities at these lakes).


The Virginia and Truckee (V&T) Railroad began operations in 1869, linking Carson City with the Comstock and later with Reno and the Central Pacific Railroad. The V&T Railroad carried the silver-rich ore down to Carson City and supplied the mines with goods from Reno.


In May 1860, the Pyramid Lake Paiutes met among themselves to discuss the miners who were arriving in the Truckee Meadows. The Native Americans had weathered the explorers, map-makers, and pioneers who were just passing through, but they could not tolerate the miners who took their land, cut down their piñon trees, and kidnapped their women. On May 12, the Paiutes won the first Battle of Pyramid Lake by luring a scraggly band of volunteers into an ambush. Of the 105 white men who fought in the skirmish, 76 died and 29 were wounded. By June, 1,550 volunteers and four companies of regular Army soldiers marched on Pyramid Lake. The Paiutes, guided by Chief Numaga, didn’t engage the white men but retreated to the shores of the lake. The white men were thus the new masters of the Truckee Meadows, and the Native Americans, by treaty, remained at the lake.


The silver extracted from the Comstock Lode also convinced the U.S. Congress to admit Nevada as the 36th state, on October 31, 1864, to help finance the Civil War on the side of the Union.


Thus, from the awful blue-black mud loaded with silver sprang a state, two boomtowns, a Native American war, a railroad, and a host of colorful characters, the most famous being Samuel Clemens, who joined the editorial staff of the Territorial Enterprise newspaper in Virginia City in 1862 and in 1863 began using his famous pen name, Mark Twain.


The mines petered out in the late 1880s, and the populations of Virginia City and Gold Hill fell from 10,900 in 1880 to 2,500 in 1900. Gold Hill eventually disappeared, and Virginia City turned into an almost–ghost town. However, Reno and Lake Tahoe thrived. The little town on the Truckee River became the most important city in Nevada, and Lake Tahoe turned to tourism and began building resorts and inns.


i The first woman to practice law in Nevada was Laura M. Tilden, the daughter of the attorney for Virginia City. She was admitted to the bar in 1894.


RENO/TAHOE OUTGAMBLE TWO DEPRESSIONS


In mining vocabulary inherited from Mexico, the opposite of the bonanza (the big strike) is the borrasca (the worst of bad luck). Reno/Tahoe learned that Spanish word all too well in the early 1880s. The Comstock mines, which provided the major source of income to most Nevadans, were all but played out by 1881. One by one the mines closed down, and miners left the state in droves, looking for the next “glory hole.” From 1880 to 1900 the population of the state dropped from 62,000 to 42,000, and the U.S. Congress even contemplated abolishing Nevada’s statehood. Although it had never been done before, Congress was ready to try. It never came to pass, however, and Reno and Lake Tahoe managed to weather a 20-year depression.


The railroads took financial hits from the closing of the Comstock mines, but their Nevada runs continued, this time supplying the growing cattle and sheep ranches. These ranches operated successfully because the railroads were able to transport their stock to California, Nebraska, and other yards around the United States. So Reno continued as the railroad center of Nevada.


Lake Tahoe, meanwhile, diverted its attention from logging to tourism. Although barren mountains remained as the legacy of lumbering and mining (50,000 acres had been cut by the 1890s), the silver rush was responsible for the beginnings of summer tourism in the Lake Tahoe basin. The grandeur of the lake, exposed to thousands of commercial travelers in the 1860s and 1870s, was a secret no more. In spite of the decline of the Comstock mines, travelers continued to arrive in the basin, but now it was for pleasure rather than for business. Way stations, resorts, and hotels flourished all around the lake, introducing wealthy customers to lazy alpine summers in one of the world’s loveliest settings.


Resorts such as Tahoe Tavern and the Grand Central Hotel near Tahoe City, the Glenbrook Hotel in Glenbrook, and the Tallac Hotel near South Lake Tahoe pampered guests with extraordinary luxury in a beautifully rustic mountain setting. Not content to reside in resorts, some notables constructed elegant summer residences, such as Vikingsholm Castle, built by Mrs. Lora Knight (see the Attractions and Kidstuff chapters) and the Thunder-bird Lodge, constructed later in the 1930s by real estate magnate George Whittell. Less luxurious digs also thrived, including Camp Richardson, which emphasized (as it still does today) a family-oriented experience in the great outdoors.


Because of the absence of roads, the steamers Tahoe, Meteor, Tod Goodwin, and others carried passengers and freight from one area of the lake to another. And while the lumber barons pillaged the mountainsides, the first tourists plundered the lake through unbridled overfishing. Because the supply of fish was believed to be inexhaustible, anglers were encouraged to catch as many as they could, with the average running around 20 per person for a four-hour outing. Fortunately, in later years, concern for the environment and natural resources became a priority, with public and private groups working successfully to restore the forests and fish populations.


The second gold rush began in Nevada in 1900, when an old prospector named Jim Butler went looking for his wayward mule near the town of Tonopah, Nevada, and discovered pockets of gold and silver. This time the state grew by 50,000 fortune seekers. During the next 10 years, Reno’s population grew from 4,500 to almost 11,000, and Sparks, Reno’s sister city, was born.


In 1902, swampland and ranch land made up most of the area 4 miles east of Reno, but by 1904 a new town of 1,000 people sprang up, thanks to the Southern Pacific Railroad. The SP succeeded Central Pacific as the owners of the railroad tracks across northern Nevada, and in order to straighten the rails and snip a few miles from the route, the SP decided to move its maintenance yard and roundhouse closer to Reno from Wadsworth, Nevada. The railroad bought up the ranch land, filled in the swampland with railway carloads of dirt and rock, and moved its employees there. As an incentive, the company gave each family a plot of land on which to build a house. The new town was an instant success and was named for John Sparks, a miner, cattleman, and soon-to-be governor of Nevada.


Reno real estate investors bought up other ranch properties for more housing projects, and the city of Sparks became incorporated in March 1905. In the beginning, Southern Pacific Railroad officials ruled Sparks’s politics with an iron hand, making it a company town and giving Sparks the nickname of Rail City, because it relied on the railroad for its existence. Sparks weathered the Great Depression better than other Nevada cities. During the 1930s, its city government put unemployed men to work on street, sidewalk, and sewer repair and construction projects.


An on-again, off-again romance with gambling exists in Reno and Sparks. Throughout its history, the Truckee Meadows have attracted settlers who like to take risks. Nowhere else in the United States have more fortunes been won and lost. Gambling has always been part of Reno’s history, but antigambling factions came to town, too, along with the faro dealers and three-card monte sharks. From the 1860s to the 1930s, Reno’s gambling laws were controversial at best.


In 1861, the Territorial Legislature outlawed games of chance, but the law was ignored. In 1879 the state repealed the law and tried to cash in on gambling by requiring a license to operate any gambling establishment. But after heavy betting on the famous Jim Jeffries and Jack Johnson heavyweight prizefight in Reno in 1910, the lid slammed down once again on gambling. The San Francisco Examiner proclaimed in a headline that “Legalized Gambling Has Drawn Its Last Breath in the United States.” It was true—almost. “Legal” gambling did stop, but the betting continued; only now it was moved to the back rooms of saloons and other secret places. Two short knocks and a “Joe sent me” could get a person into a high-stakes game that was usually held at night with full permission of the local police force. The only thing the ban seemed to do was to bring gangsters to Reno.


The two biggest hoods in Reno were “Big Bill” Graham and Jimmy “The Cinch” McKay. These two “gentlemen” owned the infamous Bank Club and had friends from back East who found Reno a great place to both hide from the FBI and to launder stickup money. Gangsters Pretty Boy Floyd, John Dillinger, and Baby Face Nelson visited the Truckee Meadows in the late 1920s and early 1930s. Graham and McKay ruled downtown Reno for years, but eventually they went too far and were sentenced to nine years in prison for mail fraud. Still, illegal gambling went on.


To erase the stigma, Reno mayor E. E. Roberts called for a repeal of the antigambling law during his reelection campaign in 1931. “You cannot legislate morals,” he said. “You can’t stop gambling, so let’s put it out in the open.”


The people reelected Roberts, and on March 19, 1931, Nevada repealed its antigambling law. The reaction around the United States, however, was more vicious than expected. The Los Angeles Times called Nevada “a new Babylon,” and the Kansas City Star called Reno a cross between “Sodom, Gomorrah and Hell.”


Once again, legislators in some states called for the repeal of Nevada’s statehood. But Nevada survived the threat, and Reno survived the two depressions because of its legalized gambling and because it cashed in on a new business—divorce.


About the same time Roberts was hoping legal gambling would bring a new bonanza to Nevada, Governor Fred Balzar gave promoter Norman Biltz the green light to try to populate the state with millionaires. Citing the tax advantages offered by the state, Biltz found wealthy people from around the country who managed to survive the stock market crash of 1929 and wined and dined them in elaborate style at Lake Tahoe. Many of them were favorably impressed, including Jim Stack (brother of the late well-known movie star Robert Stack), E. L. Cord, Max Fleischmann, and Cornelius Vanderbilt III. They were the first of many influential people to invest in real estate around the lake.


i You know you’re an old-time Nevadan if you remember divorcées throwing their wedding rings into the Truckee River in downtown Reno.


DIVORCE CITY


No one really paid much attention to Nevada’s residence requirements to become a voting citizen: It took only six months because itinerant miners made up most of the state’s population, and if stricter requirements existed, not very many citizens would be eligible to vote. No one looked hard at Nevada’s liberal divorce laws either, until the 1920s, when a Reno lawyer advertised quickie divorces in New York and California newspapers.


Nevada’s short residency requirements and wide range of grounds for divorce soon made Reno the divorce capital of the world. In fact, the business became so lucrative that the Nevada Legislature dropped the required residency period down to three months and later in 1931 dropped it further to only six weeks. Now the rich and famous flocked to Reno to shed their undesirable mates. Some old-timers swore that they found more gold in the Truckee River beneath the Virginia Street Bridge, where new divorcées threw in their wedding bands, than in all the mines on the Comstock.


The new divorce phenomenon also provided another business for Reno—dude ranches. Neil West was the first to recognize that those seeking a divorce needed somewhere to stay during the six-week period. So he built cabins on his cattle ranch near Reno and rented them to the “dudes.” Reno also ensured that soon-to-be divorcées waited out their residency requirement in comfort and luxury. The late Hope Roberts, a well-known community activist, pampered the well-heeled women at Roberts House on Forest Street in Reno for many years. Even Lake Tahoe followed suit, and resorts and inns sprang up all over the Nevada side of the lake. Nearly every community around the lake today owes its existence to a resort or a hotel.


The flip side of the divorce coin provided another lucrative business for Reno—weddings. Because Reno had no waiting period to get married—just the time it took to buy a marriage license—wedding chapels popped up around Reno. The business bloomed in the war years of the 1940s, and by 1952 Reno weddings outnumbered divorces.


i Men’s Journal ranked Reno third among the nation’s best places to live.


THE BIGGEST LITTLE CITY IN THE WORLD


In the 1950s and 1960s, the Reno/Tahoe area got down to the business of expanding. After all, Reno’s nickname, “The Biggest Little City in the World,” had been made world-famous since the summer of 1928 when a Sacramento man won $100 for suggesting it, and the city fathers wanted to live up to the saying. But two families can really be credited with putting Reno on the map—the Smiths and the Harrahs. Raymond “Pappy” Smith and his son Harold started the world-famous Harolds Club, and Bill Harrah began Harrah’s.


In 1942, Harolds Club came up with the slogan “Harolds Club or Bust,” incorporated it with the drawing of a Conestoga wagon, and plastered the signs along the highways of the United States. More than 2,000 signs adorned the roadways of America, reminding travelers to visit Reno, the “biggest little” gambling spot in the country. At that time, Reno and Harolds Club were the most popular tourist attractions in the United States. Some of the signs reportedly found their way to Australia, Europe, Asia, and even Africa. The club prospered and along with it, Reno.


Harrah began his operation with only a few hundred dollars and no partners, but his willingness to take risks, like so many Reno pioneers before him, enabled his empire to grow. After World War II, he began buying up all the Reno property and clubs he could—and couldn’t—afford. He also expanded his holdings to the South Shore of Lake Tahoe. Harrah continued his philosophy of using profits to expand properties and to build newer and bigger casinos. He was one of the first casino owners to feature Hollywood celebrities to attract customers to his showrooms. (For more information on Harrah’s, see the Resorts chapter.)


The building boom began again, and more and more entrepreneurs flooded into the area. Lake Tahoe experienced unregulated growth in the 1950s and 1960s with the development of gambling on its South Shore. The Winter Olympics of 1960 in Squaw Valley added to the urbanization of the lake. Developers drained and filled marshland for waterfront homes, and hotels and motels sprang up around the lake.


As the Lake Tahoe Basin experienced more and more growth, the influence of the Washoe Tribe almost completely disappeared. By 1870, only about 500 Native Americans were known to still frequent the area. What was once the Indians’ ancestral summer home became a playground for the rich, the famous, and almost anybody who could manage to get there. Accessible only in summer because of heavy snow for many years, it became a year-round resort in 1947 when U.S. Highway 50 was opened as an all-season roadway. Today the Washoes are returning to the lake, beginning with their 30-year permit to run Meeks Bay Resort, which was awarded by the USDA Forest Service in 1998.


The casinos continued to bring in visitors by the millions, pumping megadollars into the area’s economy, but nonetheless some antigambling activists convinced the Reno City Council to restrict the building of casinos to a small, downtown area. The council literally drew a red line on a map around a 5-square-block area. This, they said, would be the only section of Reno to allow casinos. The area outside the red line would cater to “businesses, homes, churches, banks, schools, and all other entities that represented normal life.”


The “red-line district” worked for the first two decades, but in 1955 one of the owners of the Primadonna Casino challenged the restriction. The Reno City Council relented, and casinos expanded past the red-line area—some even sprang up in Sparks. The ordinance was not officially repealed, however, until 1972.


After word spread about how much profit Nevada casinos could provide their owners, corporations poured into the Reno/Tahoe area looking to cash in on the lucrative business. The eccentric Howard Hughes even bought out the Smiths and acquired Harolds Club. Hughes’s presence in Reno spurred even more corporations to invest in Reno and Lake Tahoe. Hilton Hotels, MGM, Ramada Inn, Holiday Inn, Circus Circus, Caesars, Sahara, and the Del Webb corporation all own or owned a casino property in the Reno/Tahoe area.


As Reno/Sparks settled into the new millennium, the competition from casinos on riverboats and Indian reservations as well as from state lotteries made inroads into Nevada gaming. While recognizing that gaming will always be part of the local landscape, business movers and shakers began to successfully diversify the economy to include other industries.


With the economic climate and quality of life in neighboring California becoming less attractive, Nevada discovered it was relatively easy to attract new residents because of its business-friendly environment. Hundreds of businesses either relocated or began operation in the area, which resulted in an annual job-growth rate of more than 3 percent beginning in the early 1990s. The population of the Reno area has increased by about 13 percent a year since 2000. Because of Reno’s sustained job-growth rate, in 2005 Inc. magazine selected it as the nation’s top city for doing business.


But not everyone who moves to the Reno/Tahoe area expects or needs to get a job. Many are retirees who are attracted by the high quality of life. About 20 percent of the total population is age 55 and older.


Meanwhile, as the Lake Tahoe area continues its struggle to protect the environment in the face of increased growth, Reno/Tahoe emphasizes adventure recreation and outdoor activities along with gaming glitz as attractions to visitors.


Branding itself “America’s Adventure Place,” Reno/Tahoe reaches out to physically active people who are just as eager to explore the outdoor environment as the indoor action. More and more of these visitors are expected to be from outside the country as the Nevada Commission on Tourism further expands its marketing efforts to include millions of potential visitors from 42 countries worldwide. This increased international focus is in response to the downturn in domestic travel that began hurting many popular destinations in 2007 and 2008. Most Nevadans remain optimistic about the future prosperity of the state, however, as they expect the economy to recover and growth to continue, though perhaps at a slower rate.


As more and more people “discover” the area, managing the resulting growth continues to be a hot topic. The population of Reno is expected to increase from about 386,000 in 2005 to perhaps 600,000 by 2025. One of the obvious challenges is to be able to keep the welcome mat out for new residents and businesses without destroying the ambience that makes the region so attractive.




RESORTS [image: image]



Because tourism is the lifeblood of the Reno/Tahoe economy, visitors to the area have a tantalizing array of accommodations to choose from. In the Vacation Rentals chapter I tell you how to rent or lease a home away from home, ranging from cabins and condos to large sumptuous houses. In the Hotels and Motels chapter I describe more conventional lodging, such as luxury hotel/casinos and back-to-basics motels. In this chapter I give you a rundown on gaming and vacation resorts that stretch beyond the essentials to provide everything a guest could wish for, and then some.


GAMING RESORTS


Because gaming’s legal in Nevada, Lady Luck plays a prominent role in available accommodations in the Reno/Tahoe area. Restricted gaming in Nevada (slot machines only) is found in a variety of locations, such as grocery stores, drugstores, and bars. You can even pay for your groceries at the checkout and hopefully win your money back at the slots before leaving the store. Unrestricted gaming (table games, sports books, and keno together with slot machines) is limited to casinos. While most small casinos do not offer overnight lodging, the large gaming establishments do. And because of increased competition in recent years, many large casinos have evolved from just hotel/casino properties into themed gaming resorts offering a diverse array of comforts and amusements for guests.


Although it can be difficult to distinguish between a hotel/casino and a gaming resort, I believe a gaming resort offers more than just the minimum in food, lodging, and unrestricted gambling. Reno/Tahoe gaming resorts provide a comprehensive package to guests, including multiple options in rooms, restaurants, and entertainment. You can bed down in a variety of accommodations, from a standard room to a luxurious penthouse suite, all with full-service hotel amenities. You can satiate your appetite at a lavish buffet, a casual coffee shop, or an elegant gourmet dining room. And you can entertain yourself with nonstop casino action, dazzling stage revues, headliner entertainers, intimate piano bars, swinging discos, and lively video arcades—all without ever leaving the building.
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