
history of reno nv
The Rich and Fascinating History of Reno, NV

history of reno nv is a story that intertwines the rugged spirit of the American West with the rapid
growth of a city shaped by opportunity, innovation, and a touch of luck. Known today as "The Biggest
Little City in the World," Reno's past is as colorful and dynamic as its vibrant present. From its early
days as a railroad hub to becoming a gambling and entertainment hotspot, Reno's evolution offers a
captivating glimpse into the development of the American West.

Early Beginnings: The Birth of Reno

The history of Reno NV begins long before it was officially established as a city. The area was
originally inhabited by the Paiute people, who lived in the Truckee Meadows region for thousands of
years. Their intimate knowledge of the land and natural resources allowed them to thrive in what
would later become the heart of Nevada.

The transformation of this region started in the mid-19th century when the transcontinental railroad
was planned and constructed. Reno was founded in 1868 as a key stop along the Central Pacific
Railroad, serving as a vital junction point between Sacramento and Salt Lake City. The city was
named after Major General Jesse L. Reno, a Union officer in the American Civil War, reflecting the
era's common practice of honoring military figures.

The Role of Railroads in Shaping Reno

Railroads played a crucial role in the history of Reno NV. The arrival of the Central Pacific Railroad
brought workers, settlers, and businesses, turning Reno into a bustling town almost overnight. The
railroad not only facilitated transportation but also opened the door for commerce and trade,
connecting Reno to larger markets and encouraging economic growth.

With the railroad, Reno became a gateway for settlers moving westward and a shipping point for
mining operations in the nearby Sierra Nevada mountain range. This period marked the beginning of
Reno's transformation from a sleepy meadow into a thriving community.

The Mining Boom and Economic Growth

One of the key chapters in the history of Reno NV is undoubtedly the mining boom. The discovery of
precious minerals in Nevada attracted prospectors and entrepreneurs eager to capitalize on the
riches of the land. Although Reno itself was not a mining town, its strategic location made it an
essential supply and service center for miners working in the surrounding areas.



Impact of the Comstock Lode

The Comstock Lode, discovered in 1859 near Virginia City, was one of the richest silver ore deposits
in the world and had a profound impact on the region's development. Reno became a hub for those
seeking supplies, lodging, and transportation while heading to the mines. The influx of wealth from
mining ventures led to the establishment of banks, hotels, and other infrastructure in Reno, paving
the way for its urbanization.

Transition to a Diversified Economy

As mining activities fluctuated, Reno began to diversify its economy. Agriculture, ranching, and
timber industries also contributed to the city’s growth, creating a more stable economic foundation.
The Truckee River, running through Reno, provided essential water resources that supported
farming and settlement.

The Evolution of Reno as a Gambling and
Entertainment Center

Perhaps one of the most defining aspects of the history of Reno NV is its rise as a gambling and
entertainment destination. In 1931, Nevada legalized casino gambling, a bold move that transformed
Reno’s economy and culture.

Legalization of Gambling and Its Effects

The legalization of gambling was a game-changer for Reno. It allowed the city to capitalize on
tourism and entertainment, attracting visitors from across the country. Casinos, hotels, and
entertainment venues began to spring up, turning Reno into a lively resort town.

Unlike Las Vegas, which later became synonymous with sprawling mega-resorts, Reno retained a
more intimate charm, earning its nickname as "The Biggest Little City in the World." The city's
casinos became popular for their accessibility and friendly atmosphere, drawing in honeymooners,
weekend travelers, and gamblers alike.

Reno’s Role in Divorce Tourism

Another fascinating aspect of the history of Reno NV is its role in the era of "divorce tourism."
During the early to mid-20th century, Reno became famous for its liberal divorce laws, offering a
quick and simple way to dissolve marriages. People from across the United States flocked to Reno to
take advantage of the short residency requirement, typically six weeks, making it a hotspot for those
seeking a fresh start.

This unique social phenomenon brought a different kind of visitor to Reno, one looking for legal



refuge rather than entertainment. The influx of divorce seekers helped stimulate the local economy,
supporting hotels, restaurants, and other service industries.

Modern Developments and Cultural Growth

The history of Reno NV continues to evolve as the city adapts to changing times and opportunities.
In recent decades, Reno has diversified beyond gambling, embracing technology, education, and arts
to build a more resilient and vibrant community.

Technology and Economic Diversification

In the 21st century, Reno has seen significant growth in the tech sector, with companies like Tesla,
Microsoft, and Amazon establishing operations in the area. This shift has brought new jobs,
innovation, and investment, helping to reshape the city’s economic landscape.

The presence of the University of Nevada, Reno, has also played a vital role in fostering research,
education, and cultural activities, making the city a hub for knowledge and creativity.

Arts, Culture, and Community

Reno’s history is not just about industry and economy—it’s also about community and culture. The
city hosts numerous festivals, arts events, and cultural celebrations that honor its diverse heritage
and vibrant spirit. From the annual Reno Rodeo to the Artown festival, the city embraces its Western
roots while celebrating contemporary culture.

Exploring the Historical Sites of Reno

For those interested in diving deeper into the history of Reno NV, the city offers several historical
landmarks and museums that provide rich insights into its past.

The Nevada Museum of Art: Showcases the natural and cultural history of the region
through engaging exhibitions.

National Automobile Museum: Highlights the evolution of transportation and its impact on
Reno’s growth.

Virginia Street Historic District: Offers a walk through Reno’s historic downtown, featuring
buildings that date back to the early 20th century.

Visiting these sites allows one to appreciate the layers of history that have shaped Reno into the city



it is today.

The history of Reno NV is a testament to resilience, adaptation, and the spirit of opportunity that
defines much of the American West. From its humble beginnings as a railroad stop to its current
status as a dynamic city blending tradition and innovation, Reno’s story continues to captivate those
curious about the past and excited for the future.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the origin of the name 'Reno' in Nevada?
Reno, Nevada, was named after Civil War Union Major General Jesse L. Reno. The city was initially a
small settlement that grew around the transcontinental railroad junction.

When was Reno, Nevada founded?
Reno was founded in 1868 as a railroad town, serving as a key junction for the Central Pacific
Railroad and the Virginia and Truckee Railroad.

How did the railroad industry influence the development of
Reno?
The railroad industry was crucial to Reno's growth, as it became a major transportation hub in the
late 19th century, facilitating trade, travel, and the movement of goods across the western United
States.

What role did Reno play in the mining boom of Nevada?
Reno served as a supply and service center for Nevada's mining districts, especially during the
Comstock Lode silver boom, supporting miners and businesses with goods, transportation, and
services.

How did Reno become known as 'The Biggest Little City in the
World'?
Reno earned the nickname 'The Biggest Little City in the World' due to its vibrant mix of urban
amenities and small-town charm, combined with its rapid growth and diverse economy throughout
the 20th century.

What impact did legalized gambling have on Reno's history?
Legalized gambling, starting in the 1930s, transformed Reno into a major entertainment and tourism
destination, boosting its economy and attracting visitors from across the country.



How did Reno contribute to the divorce industry in the early
20th century?
Reno became famous for its lenient divorce laws, attracting people nationwide seeking quick
divorces. This 'divorce capital' status significantly influenced its social and economic history.

What are some key historical landmarks in Reno?
Key historical landmarks in Reno include the Virginia Street Bridge, the Reno Arch, the Eldorado
Hotel and Casino, and the Railroad Museum, all reflecting various aspects of the city's rich history.

Additional Resources
History of Reno NV: A Comprehensive Exploration of the Biggest Little City’s Past

history of reno nv reveals a fascinating narrative of transformation, resilience, and economic
evolution. Nestled in the Truckee Meadows of Northern Nevada, Reno has grown from a modest
railroad town into a vibrant city known for its dynamic cultural scene, gaming industry, and
technological innovation. This article delves deeply into the history of Reno NV, tracing its origins,
key developments, and the factors that shaped its identity over the decades.

Origins and Early Development

The history of Reno NV begins long before its official founding in the mid-19th century. The area was
originally inhabited by the Washoe people, indigenous to the Great Basin region. Their presence
shaped the early ecology and cultural landscape of the Truckee Meadows. The arrival of European-
American settlers in the 1850s marked the beginning of rapid change.

In 1868, Reno was officially established as a railroad town with the completion of the Central Pacific
Railroad, which was crucial in connecting California to the rest of the country. The city was named
after Civil War Union General Jesse L. Reno. Its strategic location near the Sierra Nevada made it an
important hub for transportation and commerce. The railroad not only facilitated trade but also
attracted settlers, merchants, and miners looking to capitalize on the region’s natural resources.

The Role of the Railroad in Shaping Reno

The railroad was a catalyst for growth, turning Reno into a critical junction between the East and
West coasts. It enabled the shipment of silver, gold, and other minerals extracted from nearby
mines, which were central to Nevada's economy during the late 19th century. The influx of workers
and entrepreneurs led to the establishment of infrastructure, including hotels, saloons, and general
stores, laying the groundwork for Reno’s burgeoning community.



Economic Transformation: From Mining to Gaming

One of the most defining chapters in the history of Reno NV is its evolution from a mining-support
town to a gaming capital. In the early 20th century, mining activities began to decline, compelling
Reno to seek alternative economic drivers. This transition was accelerated by Nevada’s pioneering
decision to legalize gambling in 1931 during the Great Depression, a move intended to stimulate
economic recovery.

Legalization of Gambling and Its Impact

Reno swiftly embraced legalized gambling, becoming one of the first cities in the United States to do
so. This decision reshaped the city’s economy and cultural identity. Casinos and entertainment
venues proliferated, attracting tourists, gamblers, and entrepreneurs. Unlike the later development
of Las Vegas, Reno's gaming industry was initially smaller but deeply integrated with the local
economy.

By the mid-20th century, Reno had earned its nickname “The Biggest Little City in the World,”
reflecting its unique blend of small-town charm and metropolitan amenities. The city capitalized on
its proximity to California, drawing visitors seeking a more accessible and less commercialized
gaming experience.

Diversification Beyond Gaming

While gambling remained a cornerstone, Reno’s economy diversified over time. The city leveraged
its geographic advantages and began investing in other sectors such as manufacturing, logistics, and
technology. Notably, the establishment of the Tahoe-Reno Industrial Center, one of the largest
industrial parks in the United States, attracted major companies including Tesla, which opened a
significant Gigafactory in the area in the 2010s.

This diversification reduced Reno’s dependence on gaming revenues and fostered economic
resilience amid fluctuating tourism trends and regulatory changes. Today, Reno balances its historic
gaming culture with a growing reputation as a hub for innovation and business.

Social and Cultural Development

The history of Reno NV is also marked by significant social and cultural shifts. The city’s population
has grown increasingly diverse, influenced by migration patterns and economic opportunities. Reno
has cultivated a vibrant arts scene, supported by institutions like the Nevada Museum of Art and
annual events such as Artown, which celebrate creativity and community engagement.

Reno’s Role in the Divorce Industry



An often-overlooked aspect of Reno’s history is its prominence as a “divorce capital” during the early
to mid-20th century. Nevada’s liberal divorce laws—specifically the six-week residency
requirement—attracted individuals from across the country seeking expedited legal separation. This
created a niche economy involving hotels, legal firms, and related services, further contributing to
Reno’s unique social landscape.

Challenges and Urban Renewal

Despite its growth, Reno has faced challenges typical of rapidly expanding cities. Economic
downturns, shifts in the gaming market, and urban sprawl presented obstacles to sustainable
development. In response, the city has undertaken urban renewal initiatives, focusing on downtown
revitalization, infrastructure improvement, and environmental sustainability.

Efforts to enhance public spaces, promote walkability, and support local businesses reflect a
commitment to preserving Reno’s character while adapting to contemporary needs. These initiatives
underscore the city’s ongoing evolution and its ability to reconcile historical legacy with future
aspirations.

Comparative Perspective: Reno and Las Vegas

Understanding the history of Reno NV also involves situating it in relation to Las Vegas, Nevada’s
more famous gaming metropolis. While both cities share a foundation in legalized gambling, their
trajectories diverged significantly. Las Vegas emerged as a global entertainment capital with
massive resort developments and international tourism, whereas Reno maintained a smaller, more
community-focused atmosphere.

This contrast highlights the diversity within Nevada’s urban centers. Reno’s moderate scale and
proximity to natural attractions like Lake Tahoe offer distinct advantages and challenges. The city’s
ability to balance gaming, industry, and lifestyle opportunities positions it uniquely within the state’s
broader economic and cultural matrix.

Economic and Demographic Trends

Recent decades have seen Reno’s population surpass 250,000, reflecting steady growth driven by
economic diversification and quality of life factors. Compared to Las Vegas, which boasts a
population exceeding 650,000, Reno’s growth is more measured but sustained. The city’s emphasis
on technology sectors and logistics has attracted a skilled workforce, contributing to a more
balanced economic profile.

Preserving the Past While Embracing the Future

The history of Reno NV is a testament to adaptation and reinvention. From its origins as a railroad
town serving mining interests to its emergence as a gaming and industrial hub, Reno exemplifies the



dynamic interplay of geography, policy, and culture. The city’s historical narrative informs current
initiatives aimed at fostering sustainable growth and enhancing residents’ quality of life.

As Reno continues to evolve, understanding its past provides valuable context for stakeholders,
policymakers, and residents alike. The city’s story is not just one of economic milestones but also of
community resilience and identity formation in the face of changing times.

History Of Reno Nv

  history of reno nv: A Short History of Reno Barbara Land, Myrick Land, 1995 This is an
anecdotal treatment of Reno's history. Its text and photographs uncover some little known facts and
enlighten readers about Reno's colourful past and the parade of larger-than-life characters who left
their mark on the city.
  history of reno nv: Reno's Big Gamble Alicia Barber, 2008 Chronicles the creation and
transformation of Reno's reputation from backward railroad town to a nationally known Sin Central.
The author shows how Reno civic leaders, in their never-ending quest for tourist dollars,
dramatically altered the economy and physical appearance of the city.
  history of reno nv: Historic Houses and Buildings of Reno, Nevada Holly
Walton-Buchanan, 2007 This guide highlights the architectural and historical significance of more
than sixty important homes, ranch houses, and buildings in Reno, Nevada. Known as The Biggest
Little City in the World since the 1930s, when quickie divorces and casino gaming were legalized by
the Nevada Legislature, Reno has reinvented itself several times during its nearly 150 years of
history. Founded in the 1860s on the banks of the scenic Truckee River in Northern Nevada, Reno
has had a fascinating journey, from its beginnings as an Emigrant Trail outpost, to its role in the
mid-1930s invention of the hotel and casino industry. Cattle barons, mine speculators, and bank
presidents in 19th century Reno built their mansions on the high bluff above the Truckee River,
surrounded by extensive gardens, transforming the arid little town into what author Walter Van
Tilburg Clark called The City of Trembling Leaves. Also featured is the beautiful University of
Nevada, Reno, campus, with its Neoclassical buildings designed by Reno s most prominent architect,
Frederic Delongchamps. Enhanced with both historical and contemporary photographs, the book
includes maps, a glossary of architectural terms with local examples, and a list of architectural styles
found in Reno.
  history of reno nv: A Short History of Reno, Second Edition Richard Moreno, 2015-10-01 This
completely revised and updated edition of A Short History of Reno provides an entertaining and
informative account of Reno’s remarkably colorful history. Richard Moreno discusses Reno’s efforts,
from its early beginnings in the 1850s to the present day, to reinvent itself as a recreation,
entertainment, education, and technology hub. Moreno looks at the gamblers, casino builders, and
performers who helped create the world-famous gaming industry, and he considers the celebrities
who came to end unhappy marriages, back when Reno was “the divorce capital of the world.”
Moreno brings the city’s history up-to-date with coverage of the businesspeople and civic leaders
who helped make Reno an attraction that still lures millions of visitors each year. Today’s travelers
and residents explore Reno’s flamboyant heart and scenic wonders, topics the author examines in an
accessible and lively fashion.
  history of reno nv: Early Reno , 2011 By the early 1900s, Reno, known as the Biggest Little
City, was the state's financial and industrial center and was famous as a place where one could do
things that were difficult to do anywhere else. Original.
  history of reno nv: The Genesis of Reno Jack Harpster, 2016-09-13 Over 157 years ago—before
there was a Reno, Nevada; before there was a state of Nevada; and even before there was a Nevada

https://santacruzdance.org/archive-th-190/history-of-reno-nv.pdf


Territory—there was a bridge over the Truckee River at a narrow, deeply rutted cattle and wagon
trail that would one day become Virginia Street. There was also a small rustic inn and tavern
occupying a plot of ground at the southern end of the log-and-timber bridge, catering to thirsty
cowboys, drovers, and miners. The inn and the bridge were the first two structures in what would
one day be a bustling metropolitan area, and to this day they still form the nucleus of the city. The
Genesis of Reno traces their history up to the present day. The 111 year-old concrete bridge that
was replaced in 2016 by a magnificent new structure was honored for its longevity and unique
character with placement on the National Register of Historic Places in 1980.
  history of reno nv: Historic Photos of Reno , 2008-04-08 Reno was first known as a
mid-nineteenth century mining town, owing to Nevada’s ample supply of silver and gold. Over the
next hundred years, the city became an urban playground, notorious for a lax political environment
that encouraged unconventional activities such as prizefighting, gambling, and uncontested divorce.
Historic Photos of Reno tells the story of Reno’s development through nearly 200 archival
black-and-white photographs. Author Donneyln Curtis transports the reader through the city’s
history, illustrating how a sleepy mining community grew into the biggest Little City in the World.”
  history of reno nv: Biennial Report of the Nevada Historical Society Nevada Historical Society,
1911
  history of reno nv: Prehistory and History of the Winnemucca District Regina C. Smith, United
States. Bureau of Land Management. Winnemucca District, 1983
  history of reno nv: A Pictorial History of the University of Nevada, Reno Betty Glass, Amy
Hunsaker, 2016-08-20
  history of reno nv: The Bicentennial of the United States of America American Revolution
Bicentennial Administration, 1977
  history of reno nv: OF1987-06: Mining history and place names of the Comstock area, a
field trip guidebook, September 19, 1987 ,
  history of reno nv: SP035: A Geologic and Natural History Tour Through Nevada and Arizona
Along U.S. Highway 93 Joseph V. Tingley, 2010
  history of reno nv: The Curious Life of Nevada's LaVere Redfield: The Silver Dollar King Jack
Harpster, 2014-11-04 LaVere Redfield was a prolific hoarder. When he died in 1974, his estate was
estimated at more than $70 million. Executors found 680 bags of silver coins and 407,000 Morgan
and Peace silver dollars in his Reno mansion. A local Reno legend, Redfield gambled regularly in
Virginia Street casinos. He survived robbery and burglaries of his home, which contained false walls
to store millions of silver dollars. Hating banks and paper money, as well as big government,
Redfield opted to serve a prison term for income tax evasion rather than pay his debts from his
ample fortune. Join author Jack Harpster for this first book-length study of this unconventional man
behind the folklore and the myth.
  history of reno nv: My History is America's History National Endowment for the
Humanities, 1999 15 things you can do to save America's stories.
  history of reno nv: Nevada's Historic Buildings Ronald M. James, Elizabeth Harvey,
2009-09-15 In 1991, Nevada’s Commission for Cultural Affairs was formed to oversee the
preservation of the state’s historic buildings and the conversion of the best of them for use as
cultural centers. This program has rehabilitated dozens of historic structures valued by their
communities for the ways they represent the development of the state and its culture. Nevada’s
Historic Buildings highlights ninety of these buildings, describing them in the context of the state’s
history and the character of the people who created and used them. Here are reminders of mining
boomtowns, historic ranches, transportation, the divorce and gaming industries, the New Deal, and
the innovation of Las Vegas’s post-modern aesthetic. These buildings provide a cross-section of
Nevada’s rich historic and cultural heritage and their survival offers everyone the experience of
touching the past.
  history of reno nv: SP026: Traveling America's loneliest road: A geologic and natural
history tour through Nevada along U.S. Highway 50, with GPS coordinates Kris Ann Pizarro,



2010
  history of reno nv: The River and the Railroad Mary Ringhoff, Edward Stoner, 2011-03-28
When the City of Reno decided at the beginning of this century to create a trench to lower the
railroad tracks that ran through its center, archaeologists associated with the ReTRAC (Reno
Transportation Rail Access Corridor) project had a unique opportunity to explore the evidence of
thousands of years of human history locked beneath downtown’s busy streets. The River and the
Railroad traces the people and events that shaped the city, incorporating archaeological findings to
add a more tangible physical dimension to the known history. It offers fascinating insights into the
lives of many different people from Reno’s past and helps to correct some common misperceptions
about the history of the American West.
  history of reno nv: Cumulative List of Organizations Described in Section 170 (c) of the
Internal Revenue Code of 1986 , 1987
  history of reno nv: Cumulative List of Organizations Described in Section 170 (c) of the
Internal Revenue Code of 1954 , 2003
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