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The Verdi Train Robbery 
[conlinuedfrom page IJ 

Meanwhile, five men were holed up in an abandoned 
mine tunnel on the south face of Peavine Mountain 
overlooking the Central Pacific right-of-way. AJ. 
"Jack" Davis, the leader of the gang, received a wire sent 
by John E. Chapman to R.A. "Sol" Jones that read, 
"Send me sixty dollars and charge to my account." 
Signed J. Enrique." The cryptic message indicated to 
Davis and his confederates that an express car carrying 
$60,000 had just left Oakland and would be across the 
Sierra within a few hours. Davis then began to put the 
second part of his plan into operation. He and his men 
rode out at sunset for the old stone quarry near Lawton's 
Springs where they proceeded to build a tie and rock 
barrier across the tracks. 

The Number I was due in Verdi four miles west, 
about 10:00 P.M. Engineer Henry S. Small was delayed 
by an accident further up the line, thus it was midnight 
when he saw the lights of the small lumber town. As the 
train slowed going through town, five men wearing linen 
dusters and black masks swung aboard, three onto the 
open platform of the express car behind the tender and 
two on the back of the car where it was coupled to the 
day coaches and the night sleepers. Two of the men 
crawled over the wood pile, dropped down into the engine 
compartments and covered Small and his fireman with 
their revolvers. 

Small was ordered to proceed a half mile east and 
then whistle "down breaks," long enough to allow the 
two men on the rear of the express to pull the coupling 
pin and set the rest of the train adrift. Small was then 
ordered to proceed to the barricade near the quarry. 

Davis took charge and marched the frightened 
engineer back to the express car and had him knock on 
the door. "Who's there?" came the reply from guard 
Frank Mitchell. "Small," the engineer said, whereupon 
Mitchell opened the door to find himself confronted by 
three double-barreled shotguns. The men secured 
crowbars and opened the treasure boxes, throwing the 
sacks of coin out the side door. Thanking Mitchell for 
not giving them any trouble, Davis added that they were 
glad that they did not have to kill him. Davis locked 
Small, Mitchell and the fireman in the express car while 
the others stuffed the money into their saddle bags. 
Mounting their horses, they rode off into the night. 

News of the robbery was telegraphed to the Wells 
Fargo agent m Virginia City, who notified Sheriff 
Charlie Pegg in Washoe City. Pegg and his deputy, 

James H. Kinkead, formed a posse of fourteen men and 
headed for the Sierra, having been informed that the 
robbers had gone southwest. They found no trace of 
them in that direction. Unofficial posses seeking the 
$40,000 in reward money offered by Wells Fargo, the 
Central Pacific Railroad and the State of Nevada, found 
evidence that the men had gone northwest toward 
California. 

Jack Davis and his men split the money at the quarry 
near Lawton's before going their separate ways. James 
Gilchrist, a miner who was having his first fling as a 
train robber, E.B. Parsons and John Squires went to 
Sardine Valley where they took rooms at Pearson 's 
Hotel. Parsons and Squires left the following morning, 
but Gilchrist remained. When Deputy Kinkead arrived 
later in the day, he was informed that two men had left 
for the north, but Gilchrist was still in his room. 
Gilchrist's actions aroused the lawman's suspicions and 
he was arrested. Gilchrist identified the other two men 
and Parsons and Squires were soon arrested. Kinkead 
wired Nevada Governor Henry Blasdel for extradition 
papers, and the three were brought back to Nevada. 
Davis had meanwhile been arrested in Virginia City, and 
Tilton Cockerell and Sol Jones were found in Reno. 
Chaty Roberts, who ran a stage station at Antelope just 
across the California line, was also arrested, as was 
Chapman, the contact man in California. 

Sol Jones pleaded guilty and received a five year 
sentence. Davis got ten years, Cockerell was sentenced 
to twenty-two years, and both Parsons and Squires 
received twenty years each. Chapman was sentenced to 
eighteen years for his part, although he claimed he was in 
California when the robbery took place. 

All but $3,000 of the money was recovered, and there 
is speculation to this day that it remains buried on 
Peavine or somewhere along the Truckee River near the 
site of the robbery. If found, the 150 coins would be 
worth over $500,000. 

Another Account Adds Color 
From Harold's Club Book Vol. 1, "This was Nevada" 

Deputy Kinkead gets credit for tracking down one of 
the robbers by following the print of a high heeled boot in 
the snow. It was a tiny pointed heel...a dandy' s boot. It 
led him to the hotel in Sardine Valley (Sierra County in 
California) where Gilchrist told Kinkead that the other 
two had left for the north. 
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After Gilchrist was arrested, Kinkead continued to 
follow the boot track and it lead him to Loyalton, Calif., 
where he surprised his quarry asleep in a lodging house. 
He was arrested and the boots were confiscated for 
evidence. That same morning Kinkead succeeded in 
nabbing another suspect on a ranch near Sierraville. 
Knowing he had made arrests out of his jurisdiction, 
Kinkead took both men to Truckee to await extradition. 
The high heeled boots were used as evidence to help 
convict Nevada's first train robbers. 

Another Version of the Sardine 
Valley Scene 

From Wells Fargo Bank files in San Francisco 

John Squires arrived at the Pearson Tavern in Sardine 
Valley and had ordered supper when C.B. Parsons and 
James Gilchrist arrived. They seemed to give no sign of 
recognition of Squires, Mrs. Pearson noted. Squires went 
up to his room and a little later Parsons and Gilchrist 
took a room across the hall from him. Mrs. Pearson 
became suspicious of the squeaky floor boards above her 
room and the muffled conversation going on. Squires was 
telling the two other men where he had hidden his share 
of the loot. 

Early next morning Mrs. Pearson was surprised to see 
Squires and Parsons ride off together just before Reno 
Wells Fargo agent Hammond and Deputy Sheriff Lamb 
arrived. After learning of the departure of the two men, 
Hammond and Lamb took off after them. Gilchrist, who 
had been watching all this, sneaked out to the outhouse in 
back. Mrs. Pearson's curiosity knew no bounds and she 
approached the outhouse from behind and without a trace 
of feminine shyness, applied an eye to a convenient knot­
hole. She watched Gilchrist pour thousands of gold 
pieces from an old boot, then satisfied with his 
inspection, he returned the gold-filled boot to its vault 
below. 

In the meantime, Under-sheriff James Kinkead and a 
deputy had gone directly to the gravel quarry outside of 
Verdi and found the remains of the Wells Fargo treasure 
box. Aside from a few scattered coins that had spilled, 
none of the missing money could be found but Kinkead 
did find some tracks which led toward Sardine Valley. 
He followed them and arrived at the Tavern, captured 
Gilchrist and retrieved the boot-load of gold from its 
vault in the privy. 

When asked where his companions were, Gilchrist 
explained that Parsons was hold up at Loyalton and 
Squires was at his brothers farm in Sierraville. Kinkead 
was a resolute man-hunter and by early morning he had 
both Parsons and Squires in custody. 

The Birth of Sierra County 
By Lee Adams 

On September 9, 1850, California gained admittance 
to the United States as the thirty-first state and as such 
was comprised of twenty-seven counties. From that time 
of statehood through April IS, 1852, what is today Sierra 
County was a part of Yuba County, with the seat of 
county government in Marysville. 

History relates "the disadvantages of belonging to 
Yuba County were early felt, Marysville was too distant, 
and a county government at that place was to the citizens 
here as useless as one in Kamtchatka. The trouble, 
expense, and time required to send criminals to 
Marysville were so great that many escaped the just 
punishment for their acts, while others were severely 
dealt with by "Judge Lynch." During this seven-teen 
month period, Downieville resident "Juanita" became the 
only woman lynched in California when she was hanged 
from a bridge spanning the Yuba River on July 5, 1851. 
It is suggested that the only county official that visited 
the isolated gold camps region of the large sprawling 
county on a regular basis was the tax collector. 

A constantly increasing population rendered a 
separate county government, with a bill for segregation 
of Sierra County from Yuba County introduced in the 
legislature in the fall of 1851, and signed by Governor 
John Bigler on the sixteenth of April, 1852. 

All was not settled with the Governor's signature in 
1852. There were some minor adjustments to settle 
disputes between counties and clarifY vague boundary 
definitions. 

"The first change in boundary was made in 1856 
when the Nevada line was shifted further north at the 
expense of Sierra County .... In 1863 an attempt was 
made to define the boundaries more clearly, ... [and in 
doing so it 1 ... gave to Sierra a small strip of territory 
along its northern border." 

The preceeding notes are from "California County 
Boundaries" by Owen C. Coy, 1923. 
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BIG NEWS FOR 
THE SUMMER CONCERT SERIES 
With the help of the Sierra County Chamber of 

Commerce who organized "Friends of the Kentucky 
Mine Concerts", plans are completed for 10 
performances. We owe a special thanks to all the 
members of this committee and especially to Doug Burr 
for all the work and planning they did to make these 
arrangements. 

The concerts are on SATURDAY nights at 7:30 P.M. 
The "Value Pack" (10 tickets) is $90.00; individual 
tickets purchased ahead are $10.00; tickets at the door 
are $12.00; V, price for ages 7 to 17; age 6 and under are 
free. ANOTHER BIG ATTRACTION: A special dinner 
at the Museum will be available before each concert. Call 
(530) 862-1310 for details. 

DATE PERFORMANCE 
July 3 KELL Y FLEMING AND FRIENDS 

With NINA GERBER as lead guitar. 
Folk-Rock and POD 

July 10 UTAH PHILLIPS 
Original-Folk-Traditional 

July 17 JODY STECHER & KATE BRESLIN 
Traditional Countrv-Folk 

July 24 JAMEY BELLIZZI 
Celtic-Classical Guitar 

July 31 SWING FEVER 
Jazz 

August 7 MOUNTAIN LAURAL 
Bluegrass 

August 14 CATFISH AND THE CRAWDADDIES 
Rhythm and Blues 

August 21 GOLDEN BOUGH 
Celtic 

August 28 SIKlIS ANDEAN BAND 
Andes-Peruvian 

Septemher 4 DAVID MALONEY 
Original Folk and Humor 
Family oriented and a lively finale! 

In Memoriam 
Margaret Copren Burelle 

A teacher for 28 years in Sierra County schools, 
Margaret died January 10, 1999 in Tahoe Forest 
Hospital in Truckee, CA. She was born January 20, 
1913 in Sierraville to Jennie Locke Church and William 
James Copren. Except for a few years in Inglewood, CA 
in the early 1940's, Margaret was a lifelong resident of 
Sierraville. 

She was a graduate of U.C. Berkeley and had her first 
teaching assignment in Calpine, CA in the fall of 1937. 
She also taught in Forest where she said they were 
snowed in from Christmas to Easter. "I came out for 
Easter on a stage to Nevada City, caught a bus to 
Colfax, then took a train to Truckee where my parents 
met me with a car." 

She then taught in Loyalton where "Mr. Allen turned 
the heat ofT at II :00 A.M. and we froze until 2:00 P.M. 
when the heater came on with a vengeance and we 
removed a ll sweaters, coats, etc. I had a cold all year." 
Except for a few years ofT to be with her second son, 
Bob, she taught the rest of the time in Sierraville, retiring 
in 1974. 

She was married to Gerald Burelle in 1942 and they 
had two sons, William of Sierraville and Robert of 
Alturas, CA who survive her as does her brother, W.E. 
Copren of Sierraville. There are two grandchildren -
Josh of Sierraville and Lori Ball of Boise, !D. 

Margaret was a member of Native Daughters of the 
Golden West. Holy Rosary Catholic Church and she was 
a charter member of the Sierra County Historical 
Society . Afier retirement and when her health permitted, 
she was a faithful volunteer at the Kentucky Mine 
Museum. 


