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Introduction 
 
In 1972, meteorologist Edward Lorenz broached the term “butterfly effect” to highlight the 
possibility that small causes may have momentous effects. He was speaking of weather 
phenomena, and the question he posed was whether the flap of a butterfly’s wings in Brazil 
could result in a hurricane in Texas. The question is a serious one; Lorenz’s reports are based in 
chaos and quantum theory and have generated widespread scientific inquiry. 
 The butterfly does not cause the tornado; rather, the flap of the wings is part of the initial 
conditions. One set of conditions leads to the tornado; the others don’t. The concept is not 
limited to weather. 
 A question implicit in this book is whether the births of three brothers in a small community 
in Indiana during the period 1838–43 were the initial conditions that ultimately resulted in the 
death of a young merchant in Mono County, California, in 1871. The brothers, none of whom 
traveled farther west than Missouri, pulled off the first train robbery in the country’s history in 
Indiana in 1866. In a copycat crime, a gang from Virginia City robbed the new transcontinental 
railroad at a point between Reno and Verdi in Nevada in 1870. 
 It’s an interesting coincidence that the surname of the Indiana brothers was Reno, while the 
surname of their principal accomplice was Sparks. Thus, history’s first train robbery was pulled 
off by Reno and Sparks, the names of neighboring Nevada cities near where the robbery 
described in these pages took place four years later. 

*** 
 Convict Lake sits in a rugged canyon of like name in the Eastern Sierra near Mammoth 
Lakes, California. A plaque placed near the lake’s outlet by the Mono County Board of 
Supervisors and E Clampus Vitus, a fraternal organization specializing in the history of the 
Mother Lode and mining regions of California and Nevada, tells the story of a deadly gun battle 
that took place near the lake in September 1871. Escapees from the Nevada State Prison who had 
holed up in the canyon got the drop on a posse that meant to take them dead or alive. This book 
describes how and why the battle occurred and its consequences.  
 The lake is in what was then called Monte Diablo Canyon, hence the title of this book. The 
phrase “The Fatal Affair in Monte Diablo Canyon” is taken from an article about the battle that 
appeared in the September 30, 1871, edition of the Inyo Independent, the newspaper of record in 
nearby Inyo County. The likely author of the article was the editor of the newspaper, a historic 
Inyo County public figure who played a significant role in the culminating events described here. 
 Curious about the story told by the plaque, I began researching it in the Nevada State 
Library and Archives in the late 1990s. Articles in the September 19, 1871, editions of Carson 
City’s Daily State Register and Virginia City’s Daily Territorial Enterprise (Mark Twain’s 
recent employer) got me started. They describe a bloody gunfight at the state prison in Carson 
City and the ensuing escape of twenty-nine prisoners. 
 An article in the October 14, 1871, edition of Reno’s Nevada State Journal, headlined “How 
It Was Planned and Executed,” states that as the prisoners discussed who should take the lead in 
planning and carrying out the prison break, “Jack Davis, one of the Verdi car robbers was 
named; but the ‘railroad gang’ … objected to Davis because he had turned State’s evidence on 
trial.”  

Now it became interesting. What was meant by “the Verdi car robbers”? Who were the 
“railroad gang”? What trial? 
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 Sam Davis, in his History of Nevada and in a chapter titled “The Lawless Element,” says 
that on November 1, 1870, Jack Davis “planned and executed the first train robbery on record” 
near Verdi. Thus, he says, “Nevada acquired the dubious credit of being the first in the Union 
that could produce a set of outlaws daring enough to stop and rob an express train.”  

Sam Davis’s date for the train robbery is off by four days; moreover, Indiana had preempted 
Nevada by earning the dubious credit of producing the first outlaws who would dare to rob an 
express train. Nonetheless, the robbery of the Central Pacific Railroad’s Overland Express by 
Jack Davis and his cohorts was the West’s first train robbery. The robbers were pursued by a 
lawman whose dogged perseverance brings to mind Inspector Javert, Jean Valjean’s pursuer in 
Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables. 
 This was the thread of a good tale: a prison break led by men who had engineered the first 
train robbery in the West, some of the heavily armed escapees engaging in a deadly gun battle 
two hundred miles to the south a week after the break. What else could there be? As it turned 
out, there was much more. 
 The story is told in the context of its time: the construction of the transcontinental railroad 
over the Sierras; the gold and silver discoveries that hastened the building of the West; the boom-
and-bust, often lawless, mining camps of Nevada; and the preference for vigilantism over 
tiresome judicial procedures. In some chapters, a modified historical fiction approach is used to 
give some immediacy to the lives—and the anxieties—of the desperate men involved, two of 
whom were murderous psychopaths. The dialogue is based on first-person accounts published in 
newspapers of the day. I thought it appropriate that the participants have a part in telling the 
story. 
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Prologue 
 

They Might as Well Have Pulled the Trigger 
 

Send me sixty dollars tonight without fail. 
— J. Enrique 

 
The coded message was telegraphed from San Francisco to Reno on November 4, 1870. The 
sender was signaling the man on the other end that a fortune in gold coin—about sixty thousand 
dollars, he figured—would be on the next Central Pacific passenger train headed east over the 
Sierra Nevada. It was the crucial step in the conspiracy that resulted in the first train robbery in 
the history of the West and, indeed, of the new transcontinental railroad. 
 The message also sealed the fate of Robert Morrison, a popular young merchant and Wells 
Fargo agent who operated a general store in Benton Hot Springs in Mono County, California, 
some two hundred miles south of Reno. Nearly a year later, Morrison would be killed in a gun 
battle with men who had escaped from the Nevada State Prison in Carson City.  

Neither the sender nor the recipient of the telegraphic message knew or would ever meet 
Morrison. Both were in prison when he was slain.  

Nor was the connection between the message and the murder ever made.  
Yet the actions of the two conspirators were so much the cause of Morrison’s death that they 

might as well have pulled the trigger. 
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“Breaking These Damn Rocks Is Killing Him” 
 
John Chapman says, “Count me out if Davis is in on this one. He turned state’s evidence once, 
and he isn’t going to get another chance. Wasn’t for him, we wouldn’t be on this rock pile.” 
 Chapman and his old pal John Squiers, the stage robber, had come up with the plan to rob 
the Central Pacific’s payroll train. The other men had naively bought into it. Good detective 
work had nailed the robbers, and Jack Davis wasn’t the only one who had copped out to 
prosecutors in exchange for a light sentence. Seven months earlier, on Christmas Day 1870, five 
of the robbers had been sentenced to long stretches in the Nevada State Prison in Carson City for 
pulling off such an audacious crime that, by an account spread by telegraph, it “took the public 
breath away.” 
 Now the talk is about breaking out. Chapman and Squiers are having a quiet parley with E. 
B. Parsons, another of the train robbers. They’re off by themselves in the rock quarry at the foot 
of Prison Hill. They first have to decide who they can trust to bring in. Later they’ll work out the 
details. 
 “I want no part of Davis, but we should bring in Pat Hurley. He’s a tough Irishman,” 
Parsons says. “He told me he don’t mind prison much as long as he gets his three squares, but he 
says breaking these damn rocks all day is killing him.”  

“Put him on the list,” Chapman says. 
 Squiers wipes tobacco juice off his beard with the soiled, ragged sleeve of his striped prison 
uniform. “We should bring in Moses Black. He’s dumb as all get out, but he won’t talk, and he’s 
as strong as a mule. Sure’n hell ain’t afraid of no guards.”  

“We need the muscle.”  
  A guard bangs a shovel on a rock. “Break’s over!” 

They’re back slinging sixteen-pound sledgehammers. Squiers, perspiring heavily, yells at 
Deadman, the trustee making the rounds with the water bucket. “If you don’t get over quick with 
that bucket, you won’t be long for the world, and by God, I mean it.”  

“Go to hell, Squiers. Come and get it yourself.” 
 Squiers knows Deadman can get him in trouble. He glares menacingly at the trustee as he 
strides over to drink.  
 They’re hammering out the rocks used to build the prison that houses them. They don’t need 
the Irishman Hurley to remind them that quarry work is backbreaking. They were at it in January 
when blizzards were sweeping off the Sierra Nevada, and they’re at it now in the midsummer 
heat and swirling, blinding dust.  

Prison life hasn’t tamed many of the hundred men inside, but it isn’t the mean conditions 
that get to them. Most had worked at hard-rock mining or cowboying on the ranches in the 
vastness of the Nevada outback, where life was always tough and free time meant drinking and 
brawling—and often violent death.  
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