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The springs of Las Vegas sustained Native people for millennia 
and drew traders, settlers, and ranchers in the 1800s. In 1902, 
Senator William A. Clark began a railroad line to connect 
California and Utah, selecting Las Vegas as a division point 
because of its springs. Rancher Helen J. Stewart sold land to 
the railroad, laying the groundwork for the 1905 land auction 
that established the city of Las Vegas. This timeline covers 
the city’s first 100 years, 1905-2005.  

INTRODUCTION



1905
Las Vegas was born May 15, 1905

On this day the San Pedro, Los Angeles & Salt Lake Railroad 
held a land auction for Sen. Clark’s Las Vegas Townsite, 40 
blocks anchored at the junction of Fremont and Main streets, 
marking the beginning of modern Las Vegas.

Photo: Clark’s Las Vegas Townsite auction, May 15, 1905. Ferron and 
Bracken Collection. PH-00001. Special Collections & Archives, UNLV.



Photo: Hotel Nevada, 1906. Harrington Collection. PH-00291. 
Special Collections & Archives, UNLV.

1906
A city takes shape

Overland Hotel and the Hotel Nevada (today’s Golden Gate hotel-
casino) opened at Main & Fremont streets. The First State Bank 
became the city’s first formal financial institution. Arizona Club 
opened on Block 16 where liquor sales were allowed.



1908
First churches in Las Vegas

Since the 1905 settlement, the First United Methodist congregation was the 
earliest organized worship group, informally called “the church” because 
it welcomed all faiths in a shared tent. In 1908 First Methodist completed 
a church at South Third Street & Bridger Avenue, and Christ Episcopal 
opened one at South Second Street & Carson Avenue.

Photo: Students at First Methodist Church, circa 1910. Wilson Collection. 
PH-00014. Special Collections & Archives, UNLV.



1908
Las Vegas Age

Charles Squires bought the Las Vegas Age newspaper in 1908. He became 
the community’s chief advocate for creation of Clark County, city incorporation, 
women’s suffrage and development of the Colorado River for power and water, 
helping launch the campaign that led to the construction of Hoover Dam.

Photo: Squires Collection. PH-00002. Special Collections & Archives, UNLV.



1909
Clark County Review

Charles Corkhill founded the Review as an alternative to the 
Age. Later owners Frank Garside and editor A. E. Cahlan 
merged the paper with the Clark County Journal in 1929, 
establishing the Las Vegas Evening Review-Journal.



1909
Railroad expansion and company houses

The railroad expanded its Las Vegas operations with new and 
enlarged shops, and built the community’s first housing tract: 64 
company houses for workers in what would later be called the Railroad 
Cottage Historic District.

Photo: Postcard circa 1910.



1909
Clark County is created

Creation of the county government on July 1, 1909, made Las 
Vegas the political and administrative hub of Southern Nevada. 
Power broker Ed W. Clark is credited with the political maneuvering 
to form the new county.  

Photo: Arizona Club. Harrington Collection. PH-00291. Special Collections & Archives, UNLV.



1910
Township population: 800

In 1910 the town endured its first major economic shock when flooding 
destroyed nearly 100 miles of railroad line north of Las Vegas, halting 
traffic for up to six months, and limiting rail traffic with Los Angeles. The 
shutdown disrupted pay, freight and supplies.

Photo: South Main & Bonneville, facing east. Postcard, circa 1910s.



Photo: Fremont St facing west, Fall 1912.

1911
City of Las Vegas incorporated

On June 1, residents voted to incorporate under a charter 
approved by the Nevada Legislature. Peter Buol became the 
city’s first mayor.  



1914
Infrastructure improvements

The Clark County Courthouse completed. The grand building marked the civic 
center of Las Vegas in the prewar years. 
 
Woodlawn Cemetery was established in 1914 on land donated by the railroad, 
becoming Las Vegas’s first formal burial ground and a lasting institution.

Photo: 1914. UNLV Collection. PH-00062. Special Collections & Archives, UNLV.



1919
Groundwater use codified

Congress passed the Pittman Underground Water Act, encouraging 
drilling on Nevada public lands to support farming. Amid concerns 
over existing artesian wells, the policy spurred further drilling and 
shaped Las Vegas’s reliance on groundwater for decades.

Photo: Opening an artesian well in Las Vegas circa 1920s. Garrett Collection. PH-00265. Special 
Collections & Archives, UNLV.



1920
City population: 2,304

In the 1920s, Las Vegas was connected to the world by air, 
road and radio, while the promise of a federal dam project 
loomed as the city’s biggest transformation.



1922
Railroad strike

Union Pacific workers in Las Vegas joined a nationwide shopmen’s strike which 
disrupted rail operations, and strained local businesses. After the strike, the city’s 
railroad operations were diminished when Union Pacific transferred most repair-
shop functions to Caliente.



1923
Historic Westside School

Originally known as Las Vegas Grammar School, Branch No. 1, at 
Washington Avenue and D Street, it is the city’s oldest surviving 
schoolhouse. Closed as a school in 1967, the complex became 
a community hub, renovated in the 2010s with funding from the 
Commission for the Las Vegas Centennial. 



1924
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, Las Vegas Ward

A branch had existed since the city’s early years, but organization of the first ward in 1924 
marked the church’s permanent presence in Las Vegas. Ira J. Earl was the first bishop. 
The First Ward Chapel at Ninth Street and Clark Avenue was completed in 1932.

Photo: The LDS First Ward Chapel, 509 South 9th. Postcard, 1937.



1926
Lorenzi Lake Park

The park consisting of twin lakes fed by artesian wells, gardens, orchards, a 
swimming pool, restaurant and dance pavilion became one of Las Vegas’s most 
popular recreational resorts. Later renamed Twin Lakes Lodge, the property was 
purchased by the city in the 1960s and survives today as Lorenzi Park.

Photo: Lorenzi Lake Park circa 1920s. Postcard by Oakes Vegas Studio.



1926
Highways and airmail

Las Vegas was incorporated into the new U.S. Highway System with Route 
91 linking the city to Los Angeles and Salt Lake City. That same year, 
Las Vegas became a stop on the expanding airmail network, giving the 
community a leap forward in communication.

Photo: Las Vegas, Apr. 17, 1926. Postcard by Oakes Vegas Studio. Rockwell Collection. 
PH-00008. Special Collections & Archives, UNLV.



1928
The first neon sign in Las Vegas debuted at the Overland Hotel.

Boulder Canyon Project Act was signed Dec. 21, authorizing construction of Boulder 
(Hoover) Dam. Promising a reliable source of power, the project laid the foundation for 
Las Vegas’s rapid growth in the decades ahead.

Photo: Celebrating the Boulder Canyon Project Act, Fremont St, Dec. 21, 1928. Oakes Vegas Studio.



1930
City population: 5,165
Las Vegas High School at Seventh Street & Bridger Avenue 
opened in Fall 1930.

In the 1930s, Las Vegas was transformed by the Hoover Dam project, 
legalized gaming and liberalized divorce laws, setting the foundations of 
its modern identity. 



1931
Dam project brings population boom

Thousands flocked to Las Vegas seeking work on 
the dam. The city’s population more than doubled 
in a single year, overwhelming housing, schools and 
services.

Photo: Postcard, 1931.



1931
Gambling and divorce laws

Nevada law legalized wide-open gambling and 
shortened the divorce residency. These changes laid the 
groundwork for industries that would define Las Vegas’s 
image in the years ahead.

Photo: The Meadows Club, Boulder Hwy, 1931. Garrett 
Collection. PH-00265. Special Collections & Archives, UNLV.



1933
Wedding chapels

Rising automobile travel led to new motels and roadside businesses in Las 
Vegas, along with visitors drawn by Nevada’s lenient marriage laws. On Sept. 
29, ‘The Wedding Chapel’ opened at 513 S. Fifth St., the beginning of Las 
Vegas’s dedicated wedding industry.

Photo: A private home-turned wedding chapel, Las Vegas, 1940. George Strock.



1933
U.S. Post Office and Courthouse

Dedicated Nov. 11, the Neo-classical building at 300 Stewart Ave. served as post 
office and federal court for 50 years. Today it houses The Mob Museum.  

Photo: Postcard circa 1942.



1935
Helldorado Days

Organized by the Elks Lodge No. 1468, the western-themed 
festival began as a fundraiser and grew into Las Vegas’ longest-
running civic celebration, continuing through the 1990s and 
revived in 2005 for the city’s centennial.

Photo: Helldorado Days circa 1938. Davis Collection. PH-00020. Special Collections & Archives, UNLV.



1936
Historic Fifth Street School

The new Las Vegas Grammar School, informally called the Fifth Street 
School, opened to relieve overcrowding. Closed as a school in 1966, the 
restored building  now houses cultural and educational programs.

Photo: Knudson Collection. PH-00108. Special Collections & Archives, UNLV.



1937
Power flows from Hoover Dam

With the dam completed and dedicated in 1936, electric power 
began flowing in 1937 to Southern Nevada, transforming the 
regional economy and securing Las Vegas’s modern growth.

Photo: Boulder Dam Power House - Nevada Wing. Postcard, 1937.



1940
City population: 8,422

World War II spurred growth in Las Vegas through the opening of Las Vegas 
Army Air Field, and the Basic Magnesium plant. By decade’s end Las Vegas 
transformed significantly with valley-wide infrastructure, the hospitality 
industry, and rise of the “Las Vegas Strip” south of city limits. 



1940
KENO-AM Radio Station

Las Vegas’s first station, KGIX, launched in 1929 but did not last. KENO, 
founded by Laura Belle and Maxwell Kelch, began broadcasting on Nov. 
1, 1940, becoming the city’s first successful radio station and marking Las 
Vegas’s transition into the modern mass-media era.

Photo: KENO-AM, US Hwy 91, circa 1947. Manis Collection. PH-00100. Special Collections & Archives, UNLV.



1941
Dawn of the resort industry

Between 1941 and 1942, four major hotel-casinos 
opened that defined new Las Vegas hospitality: El 
Cortez on Fremont Street, Nevada Biltmore on North 
Main Street, and El Rancho Vegas and Hotel Last 
Frontier on The Strip south of the city limits.

Photo: El Rancho Vegas, 1940s. Manis Collection. PH-00100. Special Collections & Archives, UNLV.



1942
Block 16 is shut down

After the U.S. Army established Las Vegas Army Air Field 
(today’s Nellis Air Force Base) the city banned prostitution and 
revoked licenses in the ‘red-light district’ on North First Street.  

Photo: Arizona Club, circa 1940. Wilson Collection. PH-00014. Special Collections & Archives, UNLV.



1943
Wartime housing

To accommodate defense workers and families, FHA-backed 
subdivisions such as Huntridge, Biltmore Addition, Vega Verde, 
Mayfair and Charleston Square expanded the city’s housing supply. 
These neighborhoods introduced tract-style planning that shaped 
Las Vegas’s suburban development in the decades that followed.

Photo: Aerial view over the city of Las Vegas. circa late 1940s.



1943
Westside segregation takes hold 

War projects brought a migration of African Americans to Las Vegas to fill 
essential defense industry jobs. Confined by discriminatory housing practices, 
most new and existing Black residents were limited to the underdeveloped 
Westside, solidifying it as a segregated enclave.

Photo: Monroe St, 1943. Milton Norman Collection. PH-00259. Special Collections & Archives, UNLV.



1944
Huntridge Theater

The Streamline Moderne-style theater opened Oct. 10. 
Las Vegas’s first suburban movie house served the new 
Huntridge subdivision during the city’s wartime expansion.  

Photo: 1947. Vintage Las Vegas Collection.



1945
Selling Las Vegas

Hotel and casino operators financed a national 
advertising campaign through the Live Wire Fund 
masterminded by Maxwell Kelch of the Las Vegas 
Chamber of Commerce. The funding model 
proved successful for years, spawning Vegas Vic’ 
in 1946 and the Las Vegas News Bureau in 1948.



1945
Golden age of neon

The Boulder Club casino on Fremont Street debuted a 
giant, animated neon marquee sign towering over the 
building. Created by Young Electric Sign Co. (YESCO), it 
ushered in the era of Neon Spectaculars’that would define 
Fremont Street’s image for decades.

Photo: 1949. Vintage Las Vegas Collection.



1945
The mob in Las Vegas

A group linked to underworld financier Meyer Lansky 
purchased the El Cortez, marking the entry of East Coast 
organized crime into the hotel-casino industry. 

Photo: 1940s. Manis Collection. PH-00100. Special Collections & Archives, UNLV.



1946
Golden Nugget

Founder Guy McAfee unveiled the city’s largest, and 
among the first themed casinos in Las Vegas on Aug. 30, 
raising the bar for style and branding on Fremont Street.

Photo: 1946. Manis Collection. PH-00100. Special Collections & Archives, UNLV.



1946
Las Vegas Jewish Community Center

After years of informal gatherings, the community center at 1229 
Carson Ave. became the city’s first permanent Jewish institution 
and served as the hub of organized Jewish life in Southern 
Nevada. Relocated in 1958, it became Temple Beth Sholom.

Photo: 1229 Carson Ave, circa 1950s. Las Vegas News Bureau.



1950
City population: 24,624

In 1950 the city attempted to annex the Las Vegas Strip, but casino 
owners fought back. The Nevada Legislature intervened, keeping 
the Strip in unincorporated Clark County. Clark County adopted 
the Las Vegas name for the Strip and its business and residential 
areas.



1950
Las Vegas Sun

Hank Greenspun began publishing the Las Vegas Sun newspaper, 
taking an editorial stand against corruption, censorship and political 
intimidation in Nevada. Its early campaigns during the McCarthy 
era marked the beginning of Greenspun’s long influence on the 
state’s journalism and politics.



1950
Kefauver hearings

The U.S. Senate’s organized crime committee, chaired by Estes Kefauver, convened at the 
federal building in Las Vegas. The hearings exposed mob influence in casinos. Nevada 
officials used the moment to push reforms, while the publicity added to Las Vegas’s 
notoriety and lured even more curious tourists.

Photo: Senator Kefauver (standing) in the federal courtroom in Las Vegas, Nov. 15, 1950. Themobmuseum.org



1951
Atomic testing begins

The first nuclear test was conducted at the Nevada Test Site on Jan. 27. Between 1951 and 
1962, one hundred above-ground tests were conducted, with atomic mushroom clouds 
occasionally visible in Las Vegas. The tests drew national attention to the city, and the test 
site employed thousands of Las Vegas residents.

Photo: Postcard, 1951.



1953
KLAS-TV Television Station

On July 22, KLAS-TV Channel 8 
began broadcasting as Nevada’s first 
television station. It introduced network 
programming and local news to the 
valley for the first time, expanding Las 
Vegas’s reach as a modern regional 
media center.

Photo: Detail of “100th Birthday” (2005) mural by Mark Melnick. KLAS-TV, Channel 8 Drive, Las Vegas.



1954
Las Vegas Valley Water District

Facing overuse of the valley’s groundwater, the water 
district was established to take control of the water 
system from Union Pacific’s Las Vegas Land & Water Co. 
Construction of a pipeline soon followed, linking the city 
to Lake Mead’s water for the first time.

Photo: Construction of LVVWD Pipeline, 1954.



1955
Moulin Rouge

Opened May 24, Moulin Rouge was the first racially integrated hotel-
casino in Las Vegas and in the nation. The resort closed within the 
year, but remains a milestone in the city’s civil rights history.

Photo: Postcard, 1955.



1956
Fremont Hotel

Designed to rival the top resorts of the Strip, the Fremont 
opened May 18 as the tallest building in Las Vegas and the 
state. In the 1960s, FBI wiretaps of president Ed Levinson’s office 
uncovered casino skimming and concealed organized-crime 
involvement.

Photo: Fremont Hotel with an atomic cloud following a 
detonation at Nevada Test Site, Jun. 24, 1957. Las Vegas 
News Bureau.



1956
Clark County School District

On Sept. 16, Nevada’s public-school reorganization consolidated 
the schools of Las Vegas into the newly created CCSD. 
Beginning with under 14,000 students, CCSD would grow into 
one of the largest school districts in the U.S. by the 21st century.

Photo: West Charleston School, 1950s. Perri Collection. 
PH-00181. Special Collections & Archives, UNLV.



1959
Oran Gragson elected mayor

A political outsider, Gragson won office on a 
reform platform. Elected to four terms (16 years), 
he became the city’s longest-serving mayor.

Photo: Mayor Gragson (center) at an NAACP meeting, Las Vegas, 1963. Brookman 
Photographs. PH-00303. Special Collections & Archives, UNLV.



1960
City population: 64,405

Las Vegas was now the largest city in Nevada. In the 1960s Las Vegas 
grew rapidly outward, with new subdivisions stretching along Charleston 
Blvd, an 18-mile thoroughfare linking more than 80 residential areas.



1960
Moulin Rouge Agreement

On March 26, NAACP leaders led by Dr. James B. McMillan met with state and local 
officials at the Moulin Rouge, reaching an oral settlement to end discrimination in hiring 
and patronage on The Strip and downtown. The Moulin Rouge Agreement marked a 
turning point in civil rights in Las Vegas.

Photo: Meeting at Moulin Rouge Hotel Coffee Shop, Mar. 26, 1960. 
McMillan Collection. PH-00334. Special Collections & Archives, UNLV.



1964
Tule Springs Park

The city purchased the 680-acre Tule Springs Ranch for its groundwater resources, 
and to preserve its natural springs, ponds and historic ranch site for recreation. It is 
now called Floyd Lamb Park at Tule Springs. 

Photo: Tule Springs Ranch, 1952. Las Vegas News Bureau.



1967
Culinary Workers Union strike

On April 18, about 2,000 members of Culinary Workers Union 
Local 226 walked out against 12 downtown hotel-casinos, 
launching a six-day strike. Chartered in Las Vegas in 1935, the 
union expanded dramatically under Secretary-Treasurer Al 
Bramlet in the 1950s-1970s, becoming the dominant force in 
Nevada’s hospitality labor. 

Photo: Workers picket in front of Fremont Hotel, Apr. 1967.



1969
Highways reshape downtown

Construction of Interstate 15 and the Downtown Expressway 
transformed the city’s layout. The full network through downtown 
opened in the early 1970s.

Photo: Construction of the downtown interchange, circa 1969. 



1970
City population: 125,787

Las Vegas was now a major urban center. The 1970s 
were marked by further urban growth, civil rights 
advances, and massive infrastructure expansion.



1970
Las Vegas Paiute Tribe sovereignty

After adopting a formal constitution, the tribe gained federal 
recognition as a sovereign tribal nation. The Las Vegas Paiutes, 
part of the Nuwuvi (Southern Paiute) people with deep ancestral 
ties to the valley, had maintained a community at the downtown 
Paiute Colony since 1911.

Photo: Creative Services Records. PH-00388. Special Collections &  Archives, UNLV.



1971
Southern Nevada Water Project

Years in the making, a direct pipeline from Lake Mead to 
Las Vegas opened in 1971, securing the city’s water supply. 
Later renamed the R.B. Griffith Water Project, its Stage II was 
completed in 1983, expanding capacity to nearly 300,000 
acre-feet. Since the 1990s the project has been managed by 
Southern Nevada Water Authority.

Photo: Alfred Merritt Smith Water Treatment Facility, 1971. Bureau of Reclamation.



1972
Mormon Fort recognized

The remains of the 1855 Mormon Fort, the first permanent settlement in Las 
Vegas, were listed on the National Register of Historic Places. The site was 
acquired by the city in 1989 and gained lasting protection in 1991 when it 
became Old Las Vegas Mormon Fort State Historic Park.

Photo: Mormon Fort, 1980. Preservation Association Collection. PH-00060. Special Collections & Archives, UNLV. 



1973
Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department (LVMPD) formed

On July 1, the city of Las Vegas Police and Clark County Sheriff’s forces 
merged into a unified agency. The LVMPD established its headquarters in the 
new Las Vegas City Hall, dedicated on June 15.

Photo: Sgt. Stanley Cooper at Craig Road Speedway, 1979. policemotorunits.com



1980
City population: 164,674

Fire struck the MGM Grand Hotel on Nov. 21. A total of 148 firefighters and 
11 fire trucks were dispatched from Las Vegas Fire & Rescue to assist Clark 
County Fire & Rescue with the blaze. Eighty-five people died in the disaster. 
The tragedy prompted major changes in building codes, fire-safety systems 
and public-safety policy across Nevada and nationwide.

Photo: Dee Ennis.



1982
Nevada State Museum

The museum opened in Lorenzi Park, showcasing 
Nevada’s natural history, archaeology and cultural 
heritage. Since 2011 it has been located on the Springs 
Preserve campus.

Photo: Nevada State Museum at Lorenzi Park, 1980s. Nevada State Museum, Las Vegas.



1984
Flooding and flood control

Major floods in 1983 and 1984 inundated Las Vegas streets and 
neighborhoods. In response, the Clark County Regional Flood Control District 
was created in 1985 to coordinate flood prevention and drainage projects 
across the valley, including within the city of Las Vegas. 

Photo: Flooding at Charleston Underpass, 1984. Bill Rogers.



1988
Union Pacific yard closure

Plans to close and vacate the downtown rail yard adjacent to the original 
townsite were finalized, ending more than eight decades of operations. 
Amtrak, meanwhile, continued passenger service until 1997. 

Photo: UP Railroad Yard. Nov. 5, 1980, by Harv Kahn. PH-
00456. Special Collections & Archives, UNLV.



1990
City population: 259,212

The 1990s became the fastest growth decade in Las Vegas history. 

Hispanic and Asian American communities expanded across the city, opening new 
businesses, churches and cultural associations that reshaped civic life and reflected 
Las Vegas’s emergence as one of the nation’s most diverse urban centers. 



1990
Summerlin

The city of Las Vegas annexed thousands of acres 
on the valley’s western edge in coordination with 
the Howard Hughes Corporation to enable a master-
planned community. The project, named Summerlin, 
marked the start of large-scale suburban expansion, with 
its first villages opening in 1990. 

Photo: Construction of Summerlin Parkway. Summerlin.com



1995
Fremont Street Experience

Initiated under Mayor Jan Jones’s downtown revitalization 
agenda, the city partnered with casino owners to counter 
competition from The Strip. The pedestrian mall and light 
canopy opened Dec. 14, transforming five blocks of Fremont 
Street into an entertainment district designed to revive tourism 
and gaming in the city’s historic core. 

Photo: 1995. The Jerde Partnership.



1996
Neon Museum 

Founded as a nonprofit partnership with the city, the museum 
launched publicly on Nov. 13 with the relighting of the restored 
Hacienda Horse & Rider sign at Fremont Street and Las Vegas 
Boulevard. The museum later opened its own exhibition space in 
2012 at 770 Las Vegas Blvd. North.



1997
Las Vegas Medical District established

The City Council created the Las Vegas Medical District 
to cluster hospitals, offices and medical research near 
downtown. Its anchor was University Medical Center, 
founded in 1931 as the Clark County Indigent Hospital.



2000 
City population: 478,434

Las Vegas entered the 21st century as the fastest-growing major city in 
the nation. Expanding suburbs and steady in-migration marked its rise 
as the largest U.S. city incorporated in the 20th century.

Photo: The Paseos, Summerlin, Las Vegas. Summerlin.com



2000
Redevelopment of Union Pacific site

Under Mayor Oscar B. Goodman, the city purchased 61 acres of the 
former Union Pacific rail yard after a years-long cleanup overseen by the 
Nevada Division of Environmental Protection. The site was planned as a 
mixed-use redevelopment area, later becoming Symphony Park

Photo: Development of Symphony Park, circa 2018.



2002
First Friday and emerging Arts District

The city partnered with local artists and galleries to support monthly First Friday events, 
beginning in Oct. 2002. The initiative energized the area south of the downtown core, 
which became known as the Arts District and was formally branded The 18B Las Vegas 
Arts District in 2005.

Photo: 18B Arts District, 2017.



2004
Civic Corridor plan initiated

The city launched a planning effort to connect downtown’s 
government, cultural and business centers within city limits. The plan 
set a framework for future projects such as The Smith Center for the 
Performing Arts and the Main Street City Hall.

Photo: Las Vegas City Hall, completed in 2012.



2005
Las Vegas Centennial

The 100th anniversary of Las Vegas was commemorated with citywide events and heritage projects. The 
festivities revived Helldorado Days and launched the City of 100 Murals public art program. The Centennial 
license plate created a lasting fund for historic preservation and grant initiatives in the city of Las Vegas.
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