
88

In 1873 the 
Virginia and Gold 
Hi l l  Water Co. 
would accomplish 
an engineering 
marvel, a water 
pipeline from the 
S i e r ra  Nevada 
mountains to the 
Comstock. Until 
then the water 
supp l y  t o  the 
Comstock  had 
been problematic, 
plagued by continual shortages and exorbitant prices. In the early 1860s the Santa Rita Mining Co., searching for 
ore, struck instead a gushing stream of water that furnished some 500 gallons per minute. This stream, after 1863 
controlled by the Virginia and Gold Hill Water Co., remained the primary water supply for the Comstock until 1867, 
when the Cole Silver Mining Co. accidentally struck its source at a lower level, unleashing a new torrent of some 1500 
gallons per minute, while that from the Santa Rita Tunnel simultaneously ceased. By the time this certificate was issued 
in January 1868, the water company had managed to lease the Cole Tunnel stream, but even this was insufficient to 
meet the needs of the Comstock, and had to be supplemented by water pumped from the deep levels of Virginia City 
mines, chiefly the Ophir—hardly a desirable source.

In the next five years three important changes would occur, with the Virginia and Gold Hill Water Co. at the center of 
each. In 1869 control of the company passed from William Sharon and his associates to the “Four Irishmen,” Mackay, 
Fair, Flood, and O’Brien. In 1870 the Cole Co., by now well aware of the value of its reliable source of pure water, 
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