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Autocrat on the Hill 
The Short Unhappy Reign of Minard W Stout 

J. DEE KILLE 

"I guess you're all vvondering what kind of S.O.B. I am."l This was exactly 
the statement with which Minard W. Stout opened his very first faculty meet
ing on September 12,1952. In retrospect, the new president's clumsy effort at 
humor set the tone for a six-year period of turmoil and conflict on the Univer
sity of Nevada campus. Within six months after his arrival, the normally placid 
campus had been convulsed over a series of events that divided the faculty, 
created a statewide political crisis, and ultimately thrust the university into the 
national spotlight. The tumultuous six-year tenure of Minard Stout, stressful 
and divisive, ultimately proved to be the pivotal years in the history of the 
institution, providing under extreme duress the raison d'etre for widespread 
change and reform that set the stage for the emergence of a superior land-grant 
university during the latter decades of the tv·,rentieth century. 

The crisis in higher education experienced at the University of Nevada dur
ing the 1950s was not unique to the Silver State. To a degree it merely repre
sented what was happening throughout the United States in the growing 
shadow of the Cold War. Escalating technology in weaponry (nuclear bombs, 
long-range bombers, and missiles) destroyed America's confidence in its secu
rity and insularity. Also it appeared that alien, and therefore dangerous, politi
cal, religious, and social philosophies threatened the fabric of American soci
ety. The situation in the view of many demanded a crusade to regain a sense of 
pride, uniqueness, and invulnerability that had existed in the United States 
before the trials of the Great Depression in the 1930s and World War II in the 
1940s. In some ways the career of Minard W. Stout in Nevada exemplified a 
conservative resurgence that took advantage of America's longing to recapture 
its security, and its exceptionalism by embracing the authoritarian manage
ment style of business that traditionally had brought prosperity and assurance. 

J. Dee Kille is currently a Ph.D. applicant in the Department of History at the University of Nevada, 
Reno. The research and writing of this article emerged from her master's thesis in history at the 
university. 
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University of Nevada, Reno President Minard Stout, 
1952-1958 (Artemesia, 1953) 

J. D EE KILLE 
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Stout came to the university with a background formed in the conventional 
Midwest. He had been the principal of the University of Iowa laboratory high 
school, as well as a professor of education and educational administration. His 
military experience during the war was that of a commander of marines aboard 
troop ships. In other words, he was used to giving orders and having those 
orders unquestioningly obeyed. As such a personality, he was purposely se
lected by the university's conservative Board of Regents. The Board was com
posed of Silas Ross, the state's most successful undertaker; Roy Hardy, a promi
nent mining magnate; Newton Crumley, an eminent hotel-casino owner from 
Elko, the state's third largest city; Archie Grant, a prosperous automobile dealer 
from burgeoning Las Vegas; and Louis Lombardi, a well-known Reno physi
cian. All of these gentlemen looked back on successful vocations which ,,,'ere 
rooted in the traditional, rural, and small-town culture of the state. Because the 
past had created success for them and their state, they saw no evidence of a 
need for change. In the 1950s, with the federal government willing to invest 
large sums of money in Nevada for atomic research and military bases, the 
successful business-as-usual ideology of the past would again bode well for 
the state's future. However, when the faculty at the small university "up on the 
hill" began to chip away at the edges of that ideology by demanding a role in 
the governance of their institution, the old guard within the state saw it as a 
challenge to their basic assumptions of how business and for that matter pub
lic institutions should .vork. 

The ensuing drama occurred, not surprisingly, during a period of rapid 
change not just at the university but in the entire state. The old guard support
ers of Stout's heavy-handed administration failed to recognize that the Ne
vada they ,vished to preserve had already been altered so much that it was 
beyond recapture. 

Behveen 1940 and 1950, Nevada's population increased from 110,000 to 
160,000, and that growth continued as the new decade wore on.2 By 1955, the 
population stood at 245,000, and as the 1950s closed, Nevada with a popula
tion of 285,000 (most of whom lived in Reno and Las Vegas) had become the 
fastest-growing state in the nation.3 Many v"ho came to Nevada during the 
1950s were responding to the economic opportunities offered by the growing 
gaming industry and the state's increased emphasis on tourism.4 In addition, 
the increased presence of military facilities, especially in southern Nevada, 
brought a culture of semipermanent residents, many of whom remained in the 
Silver State after their tours of duty. This huge influx of people was soon ac
tively participating in a variety of ways in the economic, political, and social 
decision-making processes at all levels in their communities and throughout 
the state. 

By 1959, Washoe and Clark counties together accounted for 75 percent of all 
inhabitants and Las Vegas had replaced Reno as the state's largest city. The 
new citizens were mostly young people who hoped to incorporate their own 
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postwar ideologies into the social and political structure of the state. By the 
middle of the decade, 75 percent of Nevada's residents were under forty-five 
years of age," and the educational level of Nevadans in general was the third 
highest in the western region.6 Nevada's only university was naturally caught 
up in the swiftly changing personality of the state. 

By the late 1940s, the nature of faculty and students at the university had 
entered a period of rapid change, the frequently liberal nature of which was 
disconcerting for a small state and for the community of Reno. The war against 
totalitarianism in Europe had reinforced the ideas of democracy here at home. 
Many of the younger faculty, who had come to Nevada from prestigious lib
eral arts schools located in more cosmopolitan areas, brought with them their 
own ideas of democracy and shared faculty governance. The influx into the 
student ranks of World War II veterans under the G.1. Bill created a demand for 
personal accountability and student participation in the running of their cam
pus. Both of these factors were diametrically opposed to the administration's 
efforts to return the campus to its prewar status as an institution under the 
thumb of a management hierarchy. 

President Stout's first act in his attempt to restore the status quo ante was to 
bring what might in business parlance be called more student customers to the 
university. To achieve this he lowered entrance requirements, a move that was 
rubber-stamped by the Board of Regents. He believed this would halt the de
cline in enrollment caused by the graduation of veterans. The posrnrar flood of 
men taking advantage of the G.l. Bill had decreased appreciably, and enroll
ment had fallen from a high of 1,974 in 1947 to 1,279.7 As a firm advocate of the 
democracy of education, Stout declared his intention to lower entrance require
ments so that all Nevada high school graduates would be allowed to enroll at 
the university regardless of their course vwrk or their grades. He believed he 
could solve n·vo problems with one move: Give all high school graduates their 
proper chance to acquire a higher education and increase the university's en
rollment. The blatant lowering of standards, however, did not go unchallenged. 

Some of the faculty saw it as detrimental both to the students' self-esteem if 
they failed at the university and to the quality of education in general. In re
sponse, biology professor Frank Richardson distributed an article written by 
University of illinois history professor Arthur E. Bestor, Jr., entitled "Aimless
ness in Education." The article argued against lowering entrance standards, 
but of more concern to Stout was that Bestor's main argument was focused 
against "educationists" in general. An educationist in the 1950s was anyone 
who taught the art of teaching rather than taught an academic discipline. Stout 
personified this profile. His own educational training, as well as his goals for 
the university's growing School of Education, caused him to take Richardson's 
move personally. With the unwavering support of the Board of Regents, Stout 
took action against Richardson and the four other tenured faculty members he 
deemed to be the chief troublemakers attacking his ideas.s 
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It is ironic that vvhile Stout believed in the democracy of educational oppor
tunity, he also believed in a rigid chain-of-command structure of institutional 
governance-from the top down. Because these five professors had refused 
to restrict their activities to their own scholastic milieus and teaching duties, 
they had arbitrarily challenged their boss and had thus violated that chain 
of command. The distribution of Bestor's article was the only piece of solid 
evidence that the administration had on which to base its charges against what 
it considered to be a total of five dissidents. But because that article could be 
tied directly to only Professor Richardson, the charges against English profes
sors Robert Gorrell, Robert Hurne, and Charlton Laird and biology professor 
Thomas Little were withdrawn. The regents, in early June 1953, after a three
day public hearing, fired Frank Richardson on the grounds that he was insub
ordinate and uncooperative. 

The two charges, insubordination and uncooperativeness, had long been 
accepted as unquestioned causes for termination in the traditional authoritar
ian management structures of mining and ranching, as well as in hotel-casinos, 
auto agencies, and other businesses in Nevada. Management in these organi
zations brooked no challenge from the hired hands. Stout and the regents were 
determined to ensure that the same scenario was maintained in the state's only 
institution of higher education. AIter all, in order to teach the state's future 
leaders proper management techniques, the university had to be operated as 

English Department: Row 1 - Paul Edridge, Jeane Lawson; Row 2 - Robert Griffin, 
William Miller, Charles Laird; Row 3 - Robert Gorrell, John Morrison, Robert Hume. 
Robert Gorrell, Robert Hume, and Charlton Laird were three of the five faculty 
members that Stou t believed to be the chief troublemakers in attacking his ideas. 
(Artemesia, 1954) 
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the prime example. But given Nevada's new demographic makeup, Stout's 
action not only did not return the university to its traditional status quo, it 
exacerbated the entire situation. His pro-management, anti-faculty tactics, while 
roundly applauded by the state's old guard, were strongly denounced by much 
of the new, more progressive citizenry, as well as by the majority of the faculty 
and students. Indeed, labor issues were an extremely tumultuous topic through
out America during the 1950s, and especially in Nevada, where they were 
reflected, sometimes violently, in the confrontations between right-to-work pro
ponents and labor union advocates then raging within the state.9 

Professor Richardson appealed his dismissal to the Nevada Supreme Court, 
and, after lengthy arguments by attorneys for both sides, he was reinstated in 
1954. Richardson's attorneys, Bruce Thompson, Leslie Gray, Ralph Wittenberg, 
and Bert Goldwater, based their successful case on the Board's breach of its 
own rules of tenure. The Board's counset Attorney General W. T. Matthews 
and Special Assistant Attorneys General Harlan He,,,,'ard and Lester Summer
field, focused their arguments around labor-management issues and specifi
cally the inviolability of management decisions, but they lost their case. None
theless, Stout and the regents, with strong support from the state's traditional
ist old guard, were sure they had taken the proper action to demonstrate to the 
faculty that the university would operate in the traditional authoritarian 
manner. Regardless of the decision in the state's supreme court, Regent Archie 
Grant firmly believed that "A university professor is no different than a Ford 
mechanic; he has to obey the boss."lo 

With such powerful backing, President Stout moved to further solidify his 
position as the chief administrator of the university. On the grounds that "you 
can't pool ignorance and come up with knowledge/' ll Stout discontinued all 
of the democratically elected faculty committees and, where necessary, insti
tuted cornrnittees of his own choosing. He, with the blessing of the regents, 
created new schools and colleges and brought in his o\-vn lieutenants to head 
them. Adding fuel to the flames he had created with his authoritarian style, he 
instituted, at the insistence of the Board of Regents, an anticommunist state
ment to be signed by all faculty and staff. Given the extensive legal battles 
being waged at the University of California and the University of Washington 
over anticommunist loyalty oaths, Stout and the regents decided to call their 
document merely a statement. While the signing of the statement was to be 
voluntary, Stout made it clear that failure to do so would result in a personnel 
review before the next yearly contract was issued. Thus, the voluntary nature 
of the signature was operative only in the faculty member's choice between 
conscience and livelihood. No matter how it was interpreted, the choice 
voluntarily to sign Nevada's anticommunist statement resulted in the same 
"comply or leave" situation then being challenged at the University of Wash
ington, the University of California, and other institutions where signing oaths 
was made mandatory. 
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Silas E. Ross, Chairman 

Dr. Louis Lombardi \[e\vton B. Crumley Roy Hardy Archie Grant 

Board of Regents. (Artemesia , 1953) 

In the meantime, the development of a less conservative attitude among the 
citizenry of metropolitan Nevada emerged. A coterie of young, prominent, well
educated individuals banded together calling themselves Friends of the Uni
versity to support the beleaguered faculty and to draw national attention to 
the despotic nature of the university's administration. The Friends passed along 
information about the Nevada situation to faculty in other universities and to 
national publications such as the Ne-U! York Times, Chicago Tribune, and Time 
magazine. By appealing to the hot-button issue of denial of academic freedom, 
they gained much national attention, brought torrents of criticism down upon 
President Stout, and caused letters and telegrams from campuses all over 
the country to be sent to the Board of Regents. In addition to the efforts of these 
progressive-minded citizens, several faculty members also made public 
their reactions to the administration's attempts to mold the university into a 
business enterprise. 

Walter Van Tilburg Clark, nationally known Nevada novelist, son of a former 
president of the University of Nevada, and a current member of the English 
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department faculty, vvas no longer able to cope ,·vith the deteriorating situation 
on campus. In May of 1953 he issued a letter of resignation in which he accused 
President Stout of denying academic free speech by firing Frank Richardson. 
Furthermore, by suppressing faculty input into university governance and dis
couraging faculty research, Stout was attempting to create a university staffed 
by what Clark termed a manageable mediocrity.12 If successful, Stout's efforts 
would keep the university mired in that "intellectual backwater" to which the 
rest of the nation had consigned Nevada. 

Later that year, biology professor Thomas Little, one of the original five dis
sidents, also resigned, taking "vith him a huge Atomic Energy Commission 
grant for the study of radioactivity on plant life. In his letter of resignation, 
Little decried the fact that the president and the Board of Regents felt com
pelled to prove that they were dictatorial bosses instead of democratic lead
ers.13 In May of 1954, economics professor Arthur Grey, Jr., resigned, and noted 
that because of Stout's authoritarianism, "the university is in full retreat from 
the observance of the fundamentals of democratic behavior."14 The next year, 
1955, brought another widely publicized faculty resignation. Sociology profes
sor Allvar Jacobson wrote scathingly in his letter that because of the "inhuman 
and capricious treatment [of faculty] which seems to be Dr. Stout's stock in 
trade," his "continuance as president vwuld be disastrous to the university."15 
During his public testimony before the Board of Regents, Jacobson condemned 

Business, Economics, and Sociology Departments: Jim Hoyt, Arthur Grey, Robert 
James, John Reed, Alden Plumley. Arthur Grey resigned in May 1954 due to Stout's 
authoratarianism. (Artemesia, 1954) 
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the president's autocratic style of management in even harsher terms when he 
compared Stout to Hitler and Stalin. 16 

The resigna tions of Clark, Little, Grey and Jacobson received wide coverage 
in the national media through the auspices of the Friends of the University and 
sympathetic local correspondents. All were presented as liberal, progressive, 
democratic, and modern educators who were focused on the best interests of 
their students and the advancement of the university, whereas the administra
tion was painted as a regressive, archaic, and dictatorial organization bent on 
maintaining its own authoritarian power instead of preparing the university to 
fight totalitarianism elsewhere in the world. Consequently, as these articles 
spread throughout the country, the calcification of old guard attitudes strength
ened that bachvater image which many in the state were trying to shed. 

The students, as would be expected, also became actively involved in what 
they saw as the cause of liberation for themselves and their university. In March 
of 1956, approximately three hundred students left the campus and marched 
dmvn Virginia Street carrying banners and shouting slogans. Amid the clamor 
of "Out with Stout" and "Treat us like adults," several students climbed the 
Reno Arch and hanged effigies of President Stout and the n·vo deans of stu
dents. 17 Nine students were taken" downtown" by police van ""here they were 
roundly chastised and sent home. Stout, however, was not so lenient. He, 
through the mechanisms of his Student Affairs Committee, expelled six stu
dents. Of the nine students taken to the police station, nvo gave false names 
and addresses and one was not a university student, so only six could be disci
plined by the president. But once again, his arbitrary acts backfired. Because 
they were expelled ,vithout being able to confront their accusers, the students 
had been denied due process. State Attorney General Harvey Dickerson strongly 
recommended that they be reinstated rather than have the university face a 
court challenge over the expulsions.ls Stout was forced to back down. 

As the 1950s progressed and Stout attempted to solidify hjs authority, his 
efforts faced more and more challenges from within a state bent on pulling 
itself out of the backwater and becoming part of mainstream America. As a 
result, his power, as well as that of his old guard supporters, began to weaken. 
Nowhere was this more evident than in the changing structure of the Board of 
Regents. Until 1954, Stout exerted a strong influence over the board. He was 
able to accomplish this, according to his own admission, by taking his propos
als to each regent individually before submitting them to the group as a ,vhole. 
By doing so, he was able personally to convince each man of the merits of his 
proposal as well as make any adjustments necessary to maintain the regent's 
support. As a result, very few, if any, of his proposals ever failed to receive 
unanimous approval by the board. In 1954, with the decision of Newton 
Crumley to leave the Board and run for the Nevada State Senate, Stout's assur
ance of unanimous board support began to fade. Also at stake in the 1954 
election was Regent Louis Lombardi's seat. Even though Dr. Lombardi was 
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popular and was seeking re-election, the recent clamor about Stout and his 
administrative practices created some anxiety about the race. 

The results of the 1954 election for seats on the Board of Regents displayed 
the persistent but weakening hold of conservatism within the state and at the 
same time verified that Nevada was, indeed, liberalizing. Because candidates 
for the Board of Regents campaigned at large, voters cast their ballots for all 
open positions. The fact that Lombardi triumphed over eight other candidates 
to retain his seat is indicative that change in Nevada is a slow process. How
ever, the person elected to fill Crumley's seat was none other than Bruce 
Thompson, triumphant attorney for Professor Richardson and one of the most 
persistent anti-Stout candidates. Therefore, the voters sent a message to the 
regents that ,vhile generally satisfied with their performance, they wanted the 
board to take back its power from the If Autocrat on the Hill." The outcome of 
the election seemed to Stout to be merely an irritant; instead of having unani
mous support, he ,vould now have to contend with a rogue regent "who pub
licly challenged his arbitrary decisions. Consequently, between the elections of 
1954 and 1956 many of the president's actions received only four-to-one ap
proval. While this situation did not overly affect Stout's agenda, it "was slowly 
chipping away at his public support. 

In addition to the public scrutiny focused on Minard Stout's administration 
through Regent Thompson's criticism, in late May 1955, the American Associa
tion of University Professors (AAUP) conducted an on-campus investigation 
of the administration's behavior during the Richardson affair. Indeed, during 
the 1954 Richardson crisis, the local University of Nevada chapter, the Stanford 
University chapter and several other chapters of the AAUP had requested an 
investigation, but the national headquarters, even though Richardson was the 
local chapter president, sent only observers. A year later, after continued charges 
about attacks on academic freedom and a rene"wed request by University of 
Nevada chapter president, Lowell Jones, two professors from the Oregon chap
ter were sent to investigate. The investigating team held private hearings be
tween May 31 and June 3 at which many faculty members, several members of 
the administration, some of the regents and even President Stout testified.19 

The president, however, maintained that the investigators interviewed only a 
very limited number of faculty, all of whom had a specific agenda: to get Stout. 20 

Consequently, according to Stout, the report that led in late 1956 to the cen
sure of the administration and the Board of Regents contained many errors of 
factY The AAUP censure hung over the university until April 25, 1958. It 
was lifted only when Professor Charlton Laird, then president of the local 
chapter and one of the original five dissidents, assured the national headquar
ters that, under the new President Charles J. Armstrong, conditions on campus 
had improved.22 

The censure of the university'S administration was virtually ignored by the 
Board of Regents as well as by President Stout; only Regent Thompson be-
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lieved that the AAUP's verdict was detrimental. He and many on the faculty 
were concerned that censure "vould discourage qualified professors from 
seeking positions at the university. In addition, many were also concerned that 
censure 'would drive away potential students. While both of these fears were 
,,,'ell founded, in the final analysis censure did not have the drastic effect so 
many had anticipated. Beginning in the middle 1950s, there were many young 
people graduating from colleges and universities who were looking for teach
ing positions, and the supply was greater than the demand. The loss of student 
enrollment was only minimal, from 2,240 in 1956 down to 2,230 in 1957, then 
back up to 2,936 in 1958, the year that censure was removed.23 

Stout's arbitrary acts and the public's reaction to them culminated in the 
1956 McHenry Report of an investigation into the university's administration. 
This probe was authorized and funded by the 1955 Nevada Legislature in re
sponse to numerous complaints about Stout's authoritarian regime, including 
denial of academic freedom, salary manipulation and importing his own lieu
tenants instead of promoting from within. The members of the 1955 legislature 
were not the first to demand that the university's administration be investi
gated. On March 10, 1953, the speaker of the assembly, M.E. McCuistion, after 
hearing complaints from unidentified citizens, had appointed a three-man in
vestigating committee, headed by Assemblyman G. William Coulthard of Las 
Vegas, to identify the nature of the problems and get the university back on 
track. 24 The committee was given one week to "probe reports of dissension 
between students and faculty, faculty and department heads and between the 
faculty and the president and the regents."25 At the end of the week's investi
gation, the Coulthard Committee reported that the problems stemmed from a 
"small dissident group" of faculty, and it recommended that the president and 
regents handle this personnel matter expeditiously so that no serious harm or 
discredit would befall the university.26 An investigation of the university was 
again called for just prior to the close of the 1954 special legislative session, but 
that resolution was killed because of the constitutionally mandated time limit 
for special sessionsY 

The issue, however, refused to go away despite the hope of the editor of the 
Reno Evening Gazette on New Year's Day 1955: "Perhaps those who pressed for 
the investigation have gained in stature and wisdom and will be content to 
allow the university and its board of regents to work out its own affairs."28 It 
seemed obvious to the editor, and probably to many others, that those who 
were demanding that the university be investigated had a specific agenda. 
Whether that agenda was to gain personal aggrandizement, to "get Stout," or 
to attempt to increase legislative power over the university was never clarified. 
It was probably a combination of all three. But because the state constitution 
mandates that the duties of the Board of Regents shall be prescribed by law 
(and the legislature is the law-making body), it is not inconceivable that some 
in the legislature believed they could gain more power over the university by 
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changing the laws governing the Board of Regents. The rising popular dissat
isfaction with Stout's administration was an excellent starting point for such a 
legislative move. 

The attempt to create for the state, legal controls that would take power 
away from the monopolistic and personalized old-boy networks that had al
ways operated in Nevada was also evident in Governor Charles Russell's ad
monition to the 1955 legislature to create a Gaming Control Board to act as the 
enforcement and investigative arm of the tax commission to regulate gambling.29 

The legislature passed the measure, v,rhich ensured that the state ,vould have a 
strong hand in controlling the gaming industry. Furthermore, the fact that the 
only McHenry Commission recommendation that the 1957 legislature acted 
upon was the increase in the number of members of the Board of Regents also 
lends credence to the theory of an attempted legislative power consolidation. 
The change in the Board of Regents, like the creation of the Gaming Control 
Board came not without challenge. But in the long run, the Board of Regents 
became more representative of the people, and the Gaming Control Board 
helped bring respectability to Nevada's gaming industry. 

Consequently, even though the 1955 assembly was dubbed the New Faces 
of 1955 because there were so many freshmen, the over-all party affiliation did 
not change from that of the 1953 assembly;3° nor, evidently, did the desire for 
an investigation of President Stout and the university administration. The probe 
the assembly authorized was conducted under the direction of Dean McHenry, 
a political science professor from the University of California at Los Angeles. 
McHenry compiled a team of six highly respected consultants to investigate 
specialized areas of the university, including student-administration relations, 
faculty-administration relations, finance, and so forth. The McHenry Report, 
completed in October 1956, contained approximately three hundred pages and 
cost the taxpayers $25,000. While the report included many suggestions for 
improvements in the operation of the university and its administration, its single 
most-cited conclusion was that the discontent and unrest at the University 
of Nevada were the direct result of President Stout's quasi-military style of 
administration. Indeed, most all other problems seemed traceable to that one 
single cause. 

The 1956 McHenry Report was the final defeat for the old guard's attempt 
to return the university to its traditional past. During the course of the inves
tigation, but v-lell before the report's release, the chairman of the Board of Re
gents, Silas Ross, announced his plans to retire at the end of his 1956 term. He 
had been on the Board since 1932 and had been the chairman continuously 
since 1934, and he said that twenty-five years of service to the university was 
an admirable milestone. How much of Ross's decision to step down was based 
on that milestone and how much was the result of facing the challenges and 
contentions caused by the Stout administration, as well as the potential find
ings of the McHenry Report, no one will ever know. But with Ross leaving the 
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Board of Regents. (Artemesia, 1958j 

board, the strongest, single guiding philosophy was also going. Indeed, many 
had characterized the Board as a personification of Ross.3J Consequently, the 
new Board ,vould be vulnerable to the capricious new demographics then re
shaping the Silver State. 

The 1956 election for Board of Regents "vas again for two open seats. By 
then, however, the politicized nature of the situation had created a natural at
traction for candidates who had strong opinions about the situation on the hill. 
In addition to Ross's retirement, Archie Grant's term was expiring. Grant, hm,v
ever, was running for re-election. ew contenders included Las Vegas hotel 
O\·vner William Elwell, Reno attorney Albert Hilliard, Elko County District At
torney Grant Sav''Yer, and Reno physician, alumni member, and faculty advo
cate Fred Anderson. Proof of the tenacity of evada's fundamentalist heritage 
can be seen in the results of the primary election. The voters, by their wide 
margin for Anderson, showed that they believed that change in the governing 
structure at the university was necessary. But by the same token, that incum
bent Regent Archie Grant came in second in the balloting indicates that the 
people did not want radical change. The voters' complete rejection of Hilliard, 
the most radical anti-Stout candidate, demonstrates that extremism was viewed 
as detrimental. In the general election, even after the release of the McHenry 
Report, the voters reaffirmed their earlier stance by electing Anderson and re
turning Grant. Therefore, while Stout's position with the Board remained rea
sonably secure, many of his proposals nov,,' received only three-to-hvo support 
as Regents Thompson and Anderson both actively challenged what they be
lieved to be his arbitrary and detrimental positions. The disagreements among 
the regents on Stout's proposals continued to gain public attention and to fur
ther weaken the president's initially strong support throughout the state,32 One 
of the first changes implemented at the recommendation of the McHenry Re
port was aimed at ,,-reakening that support even further. 

Of the thirty-six recommendations, three state constitutional changes, and 
twenty "major statutory changes" contained in the McHenry Report's ten
page chapter on recommendations,33 the only one to be implemented by the 
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legislature was the restructuring of the Board of Regents. Until 1957, the Board 
had consisted of five members elected at large throughout the state. The 
McHemy Report recommended that the Board be increased to nine members, 
that it include the governor and state superintendent of schools, and that the 
other seven members should be appointed by the governor. The legislature 
moved immediately to increase the Board to nine members, but did not in
clude either the governor or the head of the schools. Nor did the legislature 
agree with the McHemy Report's recommendation that the positions should 
be appointive. But it did, in April 1957, appoint on an interim basis four new 
members to the Board pending the 1958 elections. Upon appeal by Attorney 
General Harvey Dickerson, the evada State Supreme Court found that be
cause appointive power belonged to the governor, the legislature's appoint
ments were unconstitutional, and the four interim regents were removed. Gov
ernor Russell, however, immediately reappointed the same four men to serve 
on the Board. From that point on, Minard Stout's reign was doomed. Of these 
four-Elko County District Attorney Grant Sawyer, Caliente rancher and former 
speaker of the assembly Cyril Bastian, Las Vegas hotel owner William Elwell, 
and Ely druggist N. E. Broadbent-the first three had public records of chal
lenging Stout's administrative practices. President Stout and his supporters 
soon realized that the deck had been stacked against them. 

On October 5, 1957, only seven months after the expansion of the Board, 
President Stout submitted his resignation, effective July I, 1958. After it be
came known that Stout had been asked to resign, accusations and denials flew 
back and forth betvveen the factions as to whether or not the four ne\v interim 
board members had been given "secret orders" to " get Stout." As it turned out, 
however, even the July 1958 resignation date proved to be more distant than 
either the old or new members of the Board of Regents ,,,,'ere willing to endure. 
After a November 1957 interview with the Minneapolis Tribune in \vhich Stout 
abused the Board of Regents, lambasted the legislature, and further damaged 
the state's image, the regents, in their shortest meeting on record, voted to 
buy him out of the rest of his contract and of his tenure as a professor of educa
tion effective December 31,1957. The cost was $12,500 and a continuation until 
April 1, 1958, of his occupancy of residence in the presidential mansion. Shortly 
thereafter the search for a new, less authoritarian president was begun. 
And the process for the first time in the history of the university included 
faculty participation. 

The demise of Minard Stout's style of autocratic administration was the natu
ral result of the modernizing, liberalizing attitudes that were developing ,·vithin 
the state and particularly on the campus itself during the late 1940s and the 
1950s. Forces for democratic involvement in the governing of the university, as 
well as in society in general, were making themselves felt; and through their 
continued application of pressure, they were breaking down the old, narrow, 
autocratic men's-club structure which had ruled the Silver State for almost one 
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hundred years. For the University of Nevada, the process of recovering from 
the bruising of the Stout years began immediately after his departure and slm\'ly 
gained momentum through the 1960s and 1970s. The active participation of 
the faculty in selecting Stout's successor, Charles J. Armstrong, as president 
was evidence of some of the immediate ramifications of the Stout administra
tion. Upon taking the president's chair, Armstrong reinstated the practice of 
faculty participation in governance through democratically elected commit
tees, and he established a faculty senate to replace the dysfunctional, Stout
controlled Faculty Forum. 

With growing cohesiveness of faculty interaction and increasing student 
and faculty participation in its gO'vernance, the University of Nevada became, 
eventually, according to Professor Robert Gorrell, "much more democratized 
as a university than most institutions" in the country.34 Later consequences of 
the Stout years included a dramatic turn away from the narro" .. ' definition of 
teaching as the sole purpose of professors to include an increased emphasis on 
academic research. 

Minard Stout ,vent on to other career opportunities, including those of vice 
president of defense planning for the Curtiss-Wright Corporation, vice presi
dent for development at the University of Miami, several posts in the United 
States Department of Education, and, finally, professor of education and direc
tor of the Center for the Study of Higher Education at Arizona State Univer
sity.35 While Stout, claiming that he never modified his ideology about how 
educational institutions should operate,36 eventually settled into his long
dreamed-of role as professor of education, the University of Nevada "vas busily 
throwing off that antiquated ideology. In response to the increasing demand 
for democratic empowerment that began in the late 1940s and was sweeping 
the country by the 1960s, the university rejected Stout's repressive style . Suc
ceeding administrations, beginning yvith Armstrong and continuing until the 
present day, have accepted the modernizing values and methods that have 
brought the university out of that intellectual backwater in which it was mired 
for so many years. While Minard W. Stout fades slm'\'ly from memory, the 
University of Nevada, Reno, continues to advance and take on an ever larger 
reputation as a progressive and productive university. 
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University of Nevada, Reno campus - Clark Administration Builing behind 
Manzanita Lake. (Artemesin, 1953) 
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Rude and Raucous Catcalls 
The Disputes of Governor's Day, 1970 

BRAD LUCAS 

In the spring of 1970, the University of Nevada, Reno (UNR), faced volatile 
weeks of unrest and protest unlike anything witnessed before, and nothing 
else quite like it has happened on the campus in the thirty years after. The week 
after United States troops invaded Cambodia, and one day follo\'.ling the tragic 
killing of students at Kent State University, several hundred UNR students, 
staff, and faculty marched in protest of the continued United States involve
ment in Indochina. At UNR's Governor's Day, May 5, 1970, they disrupted a 
ceremony attended by the governor, visiting military officials, and local citi
zens '''.rho were there to recognize ROTC troops. It was a peaceful protest against 
a senseless \-var-and against the administration's callous disregard for the stu
dents shot by the National Guard in Ohio. In the weeks that follovved the pro
test, Nevada's citizens came down hard on the campus, threatening officials 
with economic and political sanctions, and demanding retribution for such un
American activity. In the end most evadans were satisfied that they collec
tively had kept things under control, tracing the root of this activity to two men 
\-'\Tho participated, and punishing just one of them for the actions of more than 
four hundred people. They accepted erroneous media representations, reacted 
with repressive measures, and lost sight of the interventions that opened dia
logue and kept the peace on campus. 

In the three decades since that Governor's Day, the protest has been written 
into local history as a small episode in the Vietnam War years; after all, to many 
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Two university students carried a banner at the head of the protest march on May 5, 
1970. (UNR Archives) 

Several hundred students, faculty, and staff marched to protest the invasion of 
Cambodia and the killings at Kent State University. (UNR Archives) 
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observers it was just one protest out of hundreds across the country. Two 
firebombing incidents shortly after the protest intensified the situation on cam
pus, but the perpetrators were never found-although wishful thinkers often 
placed blame on radical outsiders from California. Thus, the story of Governor's 
Day became a simple narrative that fit in nicely with other stories of the time: 
Passionate activists staged a protest, things got out of hand, and someone took 
things a bit too far. As in good historical tragedy, a man paid dearly for battling 
forces larger than himself. Now, the Jones Visitor's Center at UNR displays an 
innocuous Governor's Day photo of two clean-cut students carrying a banner 
condemning American involvement in Cambodia, suggesting that good Ne
vada students protested the war only by carrying signs-not by disrupting 
military events. Of course, anyone who \vants a traditional protest story can 
dig a bit deeper and hear stories about Governor's Day. On the surface, the 
events themselves have all the elements of a good story: The demonstration 
led by a long-haired radical (a minority sympathizer, no less), two subsequent 
firebombings, then a long legal trial driven by men in three-piece suits 'who 
purged the militant element from their community. This is the version of a 
similar story told on college campuses across the country, and left unquestioned, 
it can come across as a passion play for radicals, or it could be a simple story 
about the loss of American innocence. But simply recounting the events con
veys only a partial vision of the last Governor's Day held at UNR, and it denies 
the complexities of problems that have never left the American political land
scape of protest: racial inequities, the vested interests of powerful elites, and 
the unbridled spectacle purveyed by the mass media. 

In the wake of the months of unrest in 1970, most Nevadans lost sight of 
some basic truths. Unlike many other demonstrations across the country, the 
protest at UNR \vas nonviolent; all that was involved was marching, singing, 
chanting, and some heckling. And unlike the case at other campuses, faculty 
and staff brought peace to the UNR campus through focus-group meetings 
with students in the days following the protest. With the university's President 
N. Edd Miller guiding the intervention efforts, a team of faculty, staff, and ad
ministrators spent several days trying to facilitate understanding, foster empa
thy, and temper passions across campus. Rather than following the lead of other 
schools, Miller and his supporters chose to avoid repressive measures, mass 
arrests, and the closing of the campus; instead, they implemented a campaign 
to engage ideological viewpoints across the political spectrum through group 
dialogue. It was a peace that ""eathered the upheaval of the two arson inci
dents. It was a plan of action based on a practical and personal understanding 
of the dynamics of academia, and a demonstration of empathy for the people 
, . ..,ho lived within it. 

The Board of Regents, however, were facing public pressure and the tlneat 
of removal from their elected positions unless they displayed a sho\l" of con
troL When it was all over, they would disregard the conclusions of a UNR 
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Faculty Senate committtee (composed of scholars from disciplines across 
campus) and make choices based on their own assessments of the situation. 
Disregarding Miller's support of the committee and its findings, the Board of 
Regents proceeded to execute their mvn concept of justice for the campus. Al
though hundreds of participants had demonstrated for just over one hour, 
(neither drawing blood nor destroying property), and even though several other 
faculty members were part of this peaceful demonstration, only Professor Paul 
S. Adamian was terminated from his position. He had recently been approved 
for tenure. 

'''That became known as the Adamian affair lasted in the court system for 
nearly a decade, but the actual events surrounding Governor's Day 1970 have 
remained distorted, exaggerated, or simply forgotten. Worse yet, the narrative 
of the protest has become a war story, one that perhaps reaffirms our notions of 
what the \,var was about. But Adamian' s trial is long over; time cannot be turned 
backwards; and a complete rehashing of the legal proceedings is beyond the 
scope of the present discussion. What has been obscured from public memory 
is the larger context of the protest, the proclivity to assign individual credit for 
collective action that is part and parcel of American versions of history. Re
thinking the events of Governor's Day is not just an academic exercise; it is an 
intentional unsettling of the expectations that we have placed on the past 
to suggest that the sixties are over-when there is little to suggest that much 
has changed. 

As for the protest itself, there hasn't been much history to speak of. Newspa
per accounts were often biased and sketchy, courtroom testimony ,,{as mostly 
directed at Adamian's case, and aside from a few photographs, other docu
mentation of the event simply isn' t available. Memories faded over the inter
vening thirty years generally recall the marching, chanting, and snippets of 
detail, but any semblance of the event can be crystallized only through mul
tiple, detailed perspectives. The news from a reporter eager to generate the 
day's copy is no more unbiased than the testimony of a \var veteran or a social 
psychologist- or an historian. Hmvever, thanks to the foresight of Mary Ellen 
Glass, Kenneth Carpenter, and others involved with the University of Nevada 
Oral History Program (UNOHP) in 1970, more than fifty individuals related to 
the events were interviewed on tape in the 'weeks immediately follmving the 
protest. Because of the legal battles over Adamian's case, the tapes 'ONere put 
into storage, untranscribed, until his case had officially ended, in 1980. By then, 
Governor's Day of 1970 had little continued interest in public or academic circles, 
so the tapes remained an untapped resource. 

In 1998, with the support of Karen Gash, UNR archivist, and R. Tom King, 
current director of the UNOHP, the oral history interviews were transcribed, 
and I began the process of assembling the documents relating to May 5,1970, 
and everything surrounding it. Considering the political sensitivity of the event, 
I was surprised to find tha t there ""ere UNR faculty who had offered accounts 
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of Governor's Day just a few years after the event (though not 'with the benefit 
of the taped interviews). In 1974, historian James W, Hulse-who served as a 
monitor in the demonstration-discussed Governor's Day and the Adamian 
affair in The University of Nevada: A Centennial History, In 1975, anthropologist 
Warren L d' Azevedo provided a more detailed account of these events in the 
context of his larger report, "American Indian and Black Students at the Uni
versityof evada, 1874-1974."1 Picking up where the work of these scholars 
ended ,vas formidable-at best, I hoped to fill in some minor details, Many of 
the original chroniclers were still at UNR, while others had to be located. Al
most everyone I asked was willing to talk about the events, often with the same 
level of sentiment recorded thirty years earlier, 

I started to collate the stories of Governor's Day in the hopes of composing a 
detailed understanding of the troubled months of 1970, At first, it \vas easy to 
see the story as a typical narrative of the Vietnam years, The events unfold like 
a perfect chain: protest, firebombings, investigation, hearings, punishment. At 
the time, I was secretly hoping to find startling new information to exonerate 
Adamian, implicate one of the regents, or perhaps track down one of the mili
tant Californians who firebombed the ROTC building, Instead, I found a series 
of events less sensational than their representation, Adamian wasn't a com
pletely innocent scapegoat, the regents weren't all retrograde McCarthyites (al
though a few had their moments), and slow-burning kerosene had been poured 
into bottles to break a windmo\', scorch a ,vall, and burn some curtains in an 
empty ROTC office on campus-on a night 'when police patrols were bound to 
notice. The most volatile moment in the entire episode was the firebombing of 
a house used by activists, while people were inside-an act of violence against 
the war demonstrators that could have killed several students, 

The audiotaped interviews from 1970 simply document impressions, reflec
tions, and arguments that can tell us little about the demonstration if we assess 
the interviews individually, but taken collectively, they provide a procession of 
stop-motion images that bring the events surrounding Governor's Day into 
clearer focus. They also supply the puzzle pieces that reveal complexities 
we haven't been able to consider in detail. In the remainder of this article, I 
dravv together these interviews to offer a partial reconstruction of the days 
surrounding Governor's Day, in the hope of better understanding the forces 
that have affected the university system, and the people within it. More impor
tant, I vvant to highlight the peaceful interventions that were overlooked 
because the events at UNR were represented in terms of other publicized pro
tests across the country. 

Edd Miller assumed the presidency at UNR in 1965, the year America's long
est war officially began, United States involvement in Vietnam did not pro
voke much public response until the folhwing year, particularly in Nevada, 
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where military service was heralded as more or less essential to civic life. For 
Governor's Day 1966, however, an ROTC demonstration of counter guerrilla 
,varfare on the football field at Mackay Stadium was still enough to surprise 
newly hired political science professor Joe Crmvley: "I had just come to Ne
vada at that time, and I can remember how surprised I ,vas to witness that sort 
of thing happening."2 The next year, a few dozen student activists made their 
presence known on campus regarding various causes, provoking one spectator 
to throw coffee on a student during a demonstration (on another occasion, dem
onstrators were thrown into Manzanita Lake).3 In the spring of 1967, students 
petitioned for a chapter of Students for a Democratic Society (50S), but \vere 
turned dm-\'O by the student union for not having a faculty advisor. Crowley 
was later to become the faculty advisor for the UNR chapter of 50S, but until 
the late 1960s protest on campus was still minor compared to that at other 
schools. More student activity was directed toward participation in state poli
tics, aided by political science faculty; these efforts made a direct impact on 
electoral politics in the 1968 elections. 

However, as the war escalated, and campuses across the country raged against 
it, at UNR students staged manageable demonstrations, yet received no harsh 
reprisals from the administration. In fact, students felt supported by the uni
versity, even honoring President Miller with a celebration of his leadership on 
N . Edd Miller Day, an event noticed across the country that prompted a con
gratulatory letter from Richard Nixon.4 It seems that Nevada was a haven for 
peaceful dissent. According to Dona Gearhart, students at Nevada Southern 
University-later, the University of Nevada, Las Vegas (UNLV)-basically ig
nored Vietnam altogether-they were quite content with intrastate school ri
valry, seeing UNR, not Vietnam, as the object of protest. But by the time of the 
Vietnam-Moratorium protests across the country, activism in Nevada had be
come a noticeable, and mostly unwanted, presence in the community. The resi
due of resistance left a indelible mark in Nevada history: Nearly three decades 
after the events, Gearhart described the protests as an "orgy of antiwar activ
ity."s If such a vigorous agitation did occur, it was short lived and blown far 
out of proportion. 

UNR's annual Governor's Day had been an ROTC event since the 1930s, but 
with Vietnam came increasing resistance to such ceremonies. Protest against 
the war started with picket lines at Mackay Stadium in 1966, growing to such 
an extent that in 1969 a separate protest event was held at the Manzanita Bowl 
at the south end of campus.6 This first Governor's Day Peace Rally drew crowds 
at the Bowl in numbers that surpassed the attendance at the stadium activities. 
The ROTC students had been prepared for the rally, and appointed themselves 
to guard their building the night before; but despite the volunteer effort, red 
dye was dumped into Manzanita Lake to color it blood red to dramatize war 
casualties, and unidentified fuel canisters were discovered near the ROTC build
ing and quietly removed? For the October 1969 Moratorium, a peaceful march 
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on Virginia Street through downtown Reno was successful in drawing sub
stantial crowds and raising awareness about resisting the war, but beyond 
the march the day was uneventful. Around this time, newly arrived ROTC 
commander Colonel Robert H. Hill decided that Miller's office should have 
much more control in organizing Governor's Day because it was a university
sponsored event, and before the year was over, the date was scheduled for 
May 5,1970.8 

It is perhaps not surprising that, with the rise of activism at UNR in 1969, 
community hostility toward the university increased. At this time, according 
to a reporter's interview "'"ith Senator James Slattery, the Nevada State Legisla
ture received a list-on university stationery-of nearly thirty faculty, staff, 
and students who were "supposed to be communists" or" communist dupes."9 
At the top of this list ,,,'as Adamian, who had come to UNR in 1966 after leav
ing Southern Oregon College amidst a storm of controversy: He had refused to 
sign a loyalty oath required of its faculty. The case for Adamian's tenure was 
working its way through the university administration in early 1970, and he 
was approved for tenure (despite any concerns about his earlier efforts to union
ize the UNR faculty). 

Across the country, events of the first months of 1970 reached a boiling point 
for anti'war supporters. In February, guilty verdicts were returned against the 
Chicago Seven for conspiracy to incite riots at the 1968 Democratic conven
tion-news of which prompted a wave of street fighting, bank burnings, and 
the bombing of corporate offices, ROTC buildings, police stations, and draft 
offices. To counter this activity, President Richard Nixon advocated a program 
commending United States citizens who took a stand against war demonstra
tors: "From now on, we are going to take a very aggressive 'militant' position 
against these people, not simply because the public is probably with us, but 
because we face a national crisis in terms of this disrespect for law, etc., at all 
levels."lo For a growing sector of the population in the new decade, the lines 
between "us" and "them" were becoming clearer, and most of the battles were 
being waged at college campuses. 

During the early months of 1970 at UNR, student unrest was focused prima
rily on minority issues, particularly legal proceedings against outspoken black 
students. I I On March 10, sophomore Jesse Sattwhite, a football player and mem
ber of the Black Student Union (BSU), was brought up on misdemeanor charges 
for alleged incidents dating back to 1968. 5attwhite's case became a rallying 
point for issues of student rights, institutional abuse of power, and legal due 
process in the university system (cases against Sattwhite, and others, origi
nated in the Nevada Attorney General's Office). A week after the charges were 
filed, Dan McKinney, BSU spokesman, summed up the racism many students 
perceived in the Satt,vhite case: "It's a case of we've got a nigger and we're 
going to stop the niggers from talking. 5attwhite is an example of what can 
happen when' a nigger gets out of his place.'''12 Within days, the Washoe County 
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Sheriff's department prepared a warrant for McKinney's arrest for an incident 
that had happened four months earlier, even though the charges had already 
been dismissed on technical groundsY Immediately following these events, 
the United Student Alliance (USA) was formed, a coalition of black and white 
students led by McKinney that ,vas gaining increasing vocal support from UNR 
faculty. The USA was militant in its rhetoric, and v .. rhat had simply been a mi
nority organization "vas now reaching a broader base. Fairly small in numbers, 
the USA was not an immediate threat to the relative stability ofUNR's campus 
life, but, with a more inclusive approach and increased faculty support, it was 
a larger and more complex group for the administration to contend with. 

The Sathvhite case generated enough student hostility toward the adminis
tration that UNR's annual Black Week (the first week of April) was fueled by 
militant speeches and calls for action in place of discussion. Visiting from the 
University of California at Berkeley, Harry Edwards, author of The Revolt of the 
Black Athlete, addressed a crmvd of more than tvvo hundred at the gymnasium. 
The following statement v .. 'as included in his fiery speech: 

I'm impressed by the total lack of sensitivity to the nature of the times and of the 
problems on the part of the acme of the administrators on this campus. President Miller 
and the other administrators on this campus are a bunch of vegetating, middle-class 
dinosaurs. The university could get Economic Opportunity Grants to finance the pro
grams. This should be the president's responsibility, but any time you have a cracker 
sitting up in the president's office, the students [should] look into the programs them
selves. The students control the campus. Once he sees there is no alternative but to 
solve it, you'll see a tremendous amount of motion in that direction. If the administra
tion wo~'t do it, it is incumbent on the student. Begin to get together to solve these 
problems. Once you get organized, there is nothing the administration can do to stop 
you. Nothing is more exciting than getting the right thing done. This struggle must 
result in rebellion and ultimately revolution in order that people can gain control. The 
rebellion must be brought into the classroom, or else the classroom will be brought into 
the street. 14 

Vocal demands for revolution and student takeover of the university were 
not simply gestures. Rumors had already been circulating that the Black Pan
thers had come to campus, and one of the national leaders of the Brown Berets 
(a Mexican-American affiliate of the Panthers) warned that "The only way to 
stop riots and end discrimination is to win over the youth [but] if it takes people 
to bear arms to get people to listen then we will do so .... It's time the students 
quit speaking so much about what they 'want to do and start acting."l5 Near 
campus, the calls for action were heard: A peaceful demonstration turned vio
lent at the United States Census Bureau in Reno, as police clashed with indi
viduals protesting the absence of black census takers for the 1970 census.16 

Although the antiwar militancy that shocked the rest of the country was not 
materializing in northern Nevada, conflict over minority issues v .. ras threaten
ing to intensify. 

Campus meetings were organized to discuss black-white relations, al
though the results were often not satisfactory to USA members and their 
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Harry Edwards delivered a speech 
during Black VVeek at UNR, criticizing 
the administration for neglecting 
student need s .. (Sagebrush) 
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supporters vvho demanded institution-wide reforms. Adamian was vocal at 
these meetings, as was art professor Ben Hazard, the first black faculty mem
ber hired by UNR. Calls for immediate action were tempered by suggestions to 
work within proper channels, 'voiced by political science professor Richard 
Siegel and ne\vly elected student body president Frankie Sue Del Papa. J7 For 
many campus activists, however, the proper channels were seen as an ineffec
tive or corrupt system designed to appease students. By mid April, the Student 
Judicial Council issued a disciplinary probation penalty against Sattwhite, ,"lith 
the exception that his probation would not affect his playing football for UNR.'8 
With finals 'week approaching, the Mackay Drunk began during the last week 
in April-an extended campus party with a street dance, a rodeo, and a concert 
by the Ike and Tina Turner Revievv. (Miller had approved a partial closing of 
campus for Mackay Day-but the campus ,vas not closed the following week 
in response to the Kent State shootings.) With Sattwhite's case over, and Black 
Week proceeding withou t any major problems, it seemed that tensions on cam
pus might subside, but the month of April ended as turbulently as it began. 

Across the country, active protests increased over the weekend as nevv'spa
per headlines declared that the United States had invaded Cambodia, and the 
stock market dropped with the news. Antiwar protests in Ohio turned violent 
as demonstrators clashed with national guardsmen, so Governor James Rhodes 
called in 1,200 troops to contend with the situation. After an ROTC building 
was burned at Kent State University, Rhodes called those responsible "the stron
gest, well-trained, militant revolutionary group that has ever assembled in 
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America," warning protestors that they would soon be outnumbered ten to 
one.19 In Connecticut, some fifteen thousand protestors rallied at a Black Pan
ther murder trial, prompting the mobilization of four thousand federal troops 
in case of violence. Over the next week, there ,vas to be an explosion of antiwar 
activity, with schools shutting down across the country. California Governor 
Ronald Reagan closed the entire state university system, and more than five 
hundred campuses shut down nationwide. During that ''leek, explosives or 
firebombs were ignited at ROTC buildings across the country at the rate of 
more than four per day.20 While the country was feeling just the first waves of 
this violence, evada activists were deliberating to what degree they vo/Ould 
respond to the invasion of Cambodia. 

At UNR that weekend, protest plans were directed toward disrupting the 
Governor's Day ceremonies on Tuesday. In discussing options, some students 
called for occupying the ROTC building, and others envisioned bombing the 
ROTC building during the ceremony (because the building would be empty). 
Less-militant students simply wanted to hold a rally at the Manzanita BO\o\11 as 
they had the year before. A consensus was finally reached among student ac
tivists that this year they 'would try to disrupt the ceremony, but in a nonvio
lent way. Because Reno police had drawn weapons at the Census Bureau pro
test, students were concerned that a volatile disruption might result in acci
dental shootings, so they decided on a mild disruption of the ceremonies: a 
march around the stadium track, and then disturbance from the stands. On 
Sunday, May 3, UNR student Brooke Piper appeared on local television news, 
stating that permission had been granted the year before for demonstrators to 
hold a rally and march to the stadium in peaceful protest. Although there had 
been no move to the stadium the year before, he asserted that the upcoming 
demonstration on Tuesday would involve such a march.21 

On Monday, May 4, 1970, four people were killed and eleven wounded at 
Kent State University after eight hundred guardsmen-with bayonets and tear 
gas-stepped in to break up a cW'wd of nearly five hundred antiwar protest
ors. Campus strikes were called across the country, and word had spread across 
UNR that Governor's Day would be disrupted as part of the Tuesday strike, so 
extra police officers had been assigned for crowd control.22 As a first salvo against 
the ceremony, hundreds of counterfeit flyers were circulated around campus, 
ostensibly a mandate from the Office of the President, claiming that Governor's 
Day activities were canceled in response to concerns over the intensification of 
United States military action in East Asia. Monday night, activists met at the 
Hobbit Hole, a house near campus, to plan for the protest, while on the other 
end of campus, cadets began their night~long vigil to guard the ROTC building 
(just as the year before) . Faculty members present at the protest meeting at
tempted to persuade the students not to disrupt the ceremonies, but it was 
not possible to convince them that such a disruption was ineffective as means 
of protest.23 
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Tuesday was a day for strikes across the country, and at UNR the student 
newspaper, the Sagebrush, ran a headline announcing "Governor's Day to Fea
ture ROTC, Anti-v'lar Rallies." Coverage of the day's activities included the 
claim, "Unlike last year's Governor's Day Peace Rally, the tvvo events will not 
be completely separated. Representatives of the anti-war group said they had 
received permission to participate in the ceremonies held in Mackay Stadium." 
The article stated that the protest march \vas scheduled to move past the Jot 
Travis Student Union building (JTSU) and circle around campus. Flyers were 
circulated with similar information, but with one additional item: "March 
to Mackay Stadium to participate in the revie,,,' of troops by marching around 
the track. "24 

News spread quickly among the students, but faculty and administrators 
were largely unaware of the protest plans, and this information gap colored 
the perception of the rest of the day's events. Because the ROTC had shifted the 
planning for Governor's Day to Miller's office, the event now included a break
fast reception at the JTSU, and military officials and other dignitaries had gath
ered at 9:30 that morning for refreshments at the JTSU before driving to the 
stadium. All who entered the JTSU for the reception passed under a large ban
ner reading "Stop U.s. Butchery," and the morning was temporarily disturbed 
when a false bomb threat was called in-shortly after Governor Paul Laxalt 
arrived.25 When English professor Robert Harvey first heard of the planned 
disruption of the ceremonies, he went to the JTSU to talk with Miller about 
ackno'\fvledging Kent State and Cambodia as part of the Governor's Day cer
emonies. According to Harvey, when he asked Laxalt to make a speech dis
cussing the Kent State tragedy, Laxalt flatly refused, stating, "No way. My friend 
Governor Rhodes in Ohio is running for the senate nomination today, and I'm 
not going to embarrass him in any way. I don' t want any story going out on the 
national wire from Nevada that would embarrass him."26 Rhodes was seeking 
a vital Senate position, one of seven needed to ensure Republican control of the 
senate for the next congress. Considering that similar requests to acknowledge 
Kent State had been turned down by both Miller and Laxalt's offices, the ad
ministrative position about the ceremony seemed firmly entrenched. 

While Harvey was working his vvay through the small crowd at the ROTC 
reception, problems had already developed at the Manzanita Bowl. A micro
phone system that was supposed to be provided for the rally had not been 
delivered, causing some anger and frustration for the organizers. The confu
sion that followed was misinterpreted by outsiders as disorganization and dis
agreement among the protest planners about the demonstration itself. This 
impression gave rise to later claims about a "spontaneous" exodus from the 
Bowl toward the stadium, lending a sense of immediacy for those involved. 
The march to the stadium had been planned days before, but one spontaneous 
decision was indeed made: to intercept the governor ' s motorcade which con
sisted of seventeen vehicles parked alongside the JTSU.27 Harvey, Hulse, and 
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other faculty members who perceived the marchers as an unorganized mob 
tried to dissuade the crowd, but, failing that, decided to serve as monitors to 
ensure some degree of safety for the protest.2S 

The lead car in the motorcade carrying Miller and Laxalt was preparing to 
leave just before the crowd arrived. What prevented the other vehicles from 
leaving, and what enabled the brief blockade to succeed, was one person's ac
tions and the response from one police officer. One student sat down in the 
road,va), behind the lead car, prompting an officer to tell him he had just one 
minute to move, or he would be arrested. When the student responded that he 
'''lould take the full minute-and started ticking off the seconds on his 'vrist
watch-the young officer reached for the student. An older policeman inter
vened, forcing the other officer to keep his word and let the student have his 
minute. Convinced that the police had the matter under control, Miller and 
Laxalt decided to proceed to the stadium, leaving the other cars blocked by 
sitting students. They drove off as the minute lapsed and marchers began to 
gather around the standing motorcade, delaying the procession and giving the 
marchers their first taste of confrontation.29 

As the crowd began to swarm through the motorcade, the shouting and chant
ing of antiwar slogans mounted to a deafening roar, and many passengers ,,,,ere 
afraid-and their first impressions of the demonstrators were to be shaped 
vvhile sitting inside vehicles enveloped by an animated, chanting mob. When 
two of the protestors turned on each other and began a fistfight, they were 
quickly separated, but the altercation surely added to the instant turmoil of the 
entire scene.30 Not surprisingly, the military officials in the cars ,,,,ere not at all 
pleased with the blockade, and some of the vehicles tried to edge their way 
through the crowd. Former ROTC commander Colonel Earl Ralf was riding in 
the fifth car, and he recalls actually encouraging his driver, a young cadet, to 
drive through the throng---even if it meant running over anyone in the ,,,,ay.31 
While no one '''las hurt in the incident, there were several near accidents as 
vehicles tried to inch their 'way through, not realizing that students '''lere sit
ting or lying down across the pavement. Harvey, Adamian, and others tried to 
pull students out of the \Nay, shouting through the noise to alert drivers that 
people were in danger. 

One student in particular was stretched out on his stomach in front of a car, 
and Adamian was shouting at him and also pounding on the car hood. Dem
onstrators assert that Adamian was trying to encourage the student to move, 
hitting the car to alert the driver. To the passengers in the motorcade, hmvever, 
it appeared that Adamian was shouting out orders to students to place them
selves between the cars, and pounding on car hoods to scare the drivers into 
stopping.32 In later deliberations about Adamian's participation in the event, a 
photograph of Adamian pointing at the student left open either interpretation: 
He could have been directing the student to get up, or telling him to lie in front 
of the car. Later, a different student stood on one of the military cars to direct 
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A student sits in protest, blocking the Governor's motorcade on tis way to Mackay 
stadium. (UNR Archives) 

English Professor Paul S. Adamian engages a student lying in front of a car during the 
motorcade blockade. (Artemesia 1969-70) 
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the crowd away from the motorcade, toward the more important goal of reach
ing the stadium, and he was abruptly yanked down by Colonel Hill. The two 
men began shouting at each other, and Harvey intervened before their argu
ment turned physical.33 With assistance from some of the faculty, the Reno po
lice were finally able to clear the blockade and re-route the motorcade up Vir
ginia Street as the original route was now blocked by marchers on their way to 
the stadium. Altogether, the blockade lasted only ten or fifteen minutes, but it 
was perhaps enough of a conflict to encourage demonstrators and build their 
confidence levels for the protest at the stadium.34 

Hulse, disturbed by the tenor of the protest, ran ahead to the gymnasium, 
where he saw Procter Hug, Jr., chairman of the Board of Regents, and voiced 
his concerns. When asked for a plan of action, Hulse told Hug he would try to 
stop the procession and ran to the head of the march. It was clear that the pro
testors were heading to the stadium and would not stop, but there was discus
sion among the monitors that the crmvd ""ould circle the stadium track three 
times. Hulse ran back to tell Hug of the plans, and Hug agreed that this ",>'ould 
be a good way to avoid trouble, allowing the crowd to express their views, all 
without disrupting the ceremony itself.35 However, somewhere along the line 
of communication a distortion had occurred: It \·vas assumed that the cro,,','d 
would leave after circling the stadium, rather than moving the protest into the 
stands. 

As four or five hundred protestors entered the stadium, they began to circle 
the track shouting "peace now!" "no more ,·var!" and "end the ,·var!" The ca
dets stood at parade rest at the east side of the stadium, facing the bleacher 
stands to the west, where dignitaries and officials filled the first tvvo rows. The 
crowd marched north along the track, circling clock,,·,rise around the stadium 
twice.36 Some students tried to run a peace flag up an empty flagpole, but 
couldn't secure the flag properly. One student threatened to take a rifle from 
one of the cadets, and hearing this, Hazard-who had remained a silent par
ticipant in the march until this point-confronted the student, pushing him to 
think about his actions. In responding to the student, Hazard exaggerated the 
student's faulty thinking, and outlined a plan for a useful demonstration: 

If vou want to be so violent, if vou feel so dedicated, do it where it counts. These kids 
out there in the field, with their"little green uniforms and their guns, know no more 
about the war than vou do. They have seen no more of the war than vou have. Thev sit 
with you in your s;me classroO"m. Why are you going to get him? If you feel so dedi
cated and that your cause is so right, go over there! See, there 's eight generals sitting in 
that front row. Go grab one of them. Beat the hell out of them, because you know they've 
seen it. If that's not strong enough, see that next row? That far end, that's Governor 
Laxalt, and the other end is President Miller, and all these other people like senators 
and all the other heavies. Go whip one of them. Beat the hell out of one of them. If that's 
not strong enough, or if that's too strong, then the next row are all regents. Go grab one 
of them. And the parents, you go grab one and beat the hell out of one of them, if you 
feel so convinced that you're way is right. Otherwise, get the hell back in there and act 
like you 've got some sense.37 
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Granted permission to march at the stadiwn, demonstrators proceed with faculty 
monitors. (UNR Archives) 
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Using hyperbole was typical of Hazard's style of dealing with the radical 
students. Taken out of context, his exchange v.lith the student could easily be 
interpreted as a call for violence; othenvise, it's an example of the tensions 
along the march-and the need for faculty monitors to prevent violence in some 
unorthodox v·,rays. Hazard, Adamian, and other monitors believed that they 
were operating on a sound philosophy of protest, tempered by years of experi
ence in civil rights demonstrations. In many vvays, it ,vas simple: Don't try to 
contain what refuses containment. Or, put another v,ray, they were attempting 
to focus energies in useful channels, rather than trying to eliminate crowd 
momentum or commanding it to stop. For students who want to disarm a 
soldier, the effective response is not to tell them that they should stop feeling 
that way, or that they can't do it, but to direct their feelings away from 
impulse and toward sensible action, and help them understand that actions do 
have consequences. 

Hazard and other faculty monitors made vigorous efforts to keep the dem
onstrators on track, trying to prevent them from acting on impulse, but know
ing that there was a powerful momentum that couldn't be easily stopped. 
Marching and chanting were simply not enough for some demonstrators. As 
they passed the ROTC formation at rest, some marchers couldn't resist knock
ing a few hats off the heads of the cadets standing at attention. Other students 
proposed taking dov·,rn the American flag to shred it, and then run up the peace 
flag, but they ran into strong faculty resistance.38 In the end, although there 
were numerous opportunities for individuals to turn the orderly march into 
something more volatile and possibly dangerous, the faculty as a whole knew 
enough about the students involved to engage them in productive ways. 
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Demonstrators raise arms and cheer in the bleacher stands as the Govenor's Day 
ceremonies proceed. (UNR Archives) . 

Members of the Union Student Alliance sit on the field as a separate protest and a 
show of solidarity. (UNR Archives) 
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Armed with bayonets, ROTC cadets come into close contact with demonstrators. 
(Artemesia 1969~ 70) 
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With only two trips around the stadium, the protest moved into the stands 
as planned (although there was some deliberation about whether to occupy 
the empty "visitors" bleachers or to join the ROTC ceremony observers). The 
protest group, by then reduced to some two or three hundred demonstrators, 
sat behind the dignitaries-dearly outnumbering the small group gathered for 
the ceremony. But the entire protest crowd did not enter the stands. Approxi
mately nventy members of the racially mixed USA sat on the edge of the field, 
south of the seated dignitaries, to accentuate their issues that had been so promi
nent in the prior weeks. When a military aide later asked them to move, they 
refused; after Del Papa tried to speak with them, she returned to the stands 
in tears. As one cadet claimed, the university police were under orders not 
to touch the black students.39 And for whatever reason, UNR police did not 
disturb the group: perhaps out of fear that an immediate conflict between black 
students and police would be perceived as racially motivated, or possibly 
because this smaller group was not doing anything directly to disturb the 
ceremonies. 

At any rate, despite the chanting and singing, the ceremony proceeded with 
no official recognition of the situation in Cambodia or the deaths at Kent State. 
As it became increasingly clear that the ceremony was not going to include any 
such acknowledgment, the crowd grew more noisy and disruptive, ridiculing 
the military proceedings at every opportunity '"'lith singing and chanting
everything from the Mickey Mouse theme song to "Onward Christian 501-
diers."4o Miller asked the cro''ld to settle down and allow the ceremony to pro
ceed undisturbed, reminding them that they already had been allowed to voice 
their concerns. Hmvever, Miller did not give in to the crowd demands with 
regard to Cambodia or Kent StateY His pleas did result in a lull, as the demon
strators briefly quieted down. 
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It "vas at this point that some witnesses single out Adamian as having tried 
to maintain the crowd's momentum, but most demonstrators have argued that 
they were all acting independently and Adamian did nothing extraordinary to 
encourage the protest.42 Other protest actions provoked wildly different reac
tions from the ROTC audience, perhaps the most notorious being the playing 
of taps while some parents were presenting an award in memory of their son 
killed in Vietnam. The student who played taps had borrowed a trombone 
from the band performing at the ceremony, and most observers thought that it 
was a gesture of mockery. But some thought it was part of the program, while 
others thought the student was trying to highlight the deaths resulting from 
the war,43 At another point during the ceremony, a student asked Hulse if he'd 
be willing to make a speech about Cambodia and ask for a moment of silence 
to honor the Kent State victims. Instead of asking for permission to speak, the 
student told Miller that it was Hulse who requested to speak, but again Miller 
refused to disrupt the ceremonies as they had originally been planned, The 
demonstrators were told, ho'wever, that after the ceremony ,vas over they could 
have access to the microphone for the rest of the day.44 

At this point, the demonstrators grew restless, discouraged that the desired 
recognition ,vould not be made part of the ceremony. After perhaps forty-five 
minutes, they had grown tired of just shouting about their dismay and wanted 
to do something more. After all, the ceremony had gone on as scheduled, and 
without one word about Kent State or Cambodia from the government and 
military representatives visiting the school. With impatience grmving, a few 
students suggested that the protest move to the field to interrupt the Sierra 
Guardsmen, the drill team marching in formation to demonstrate skills they 
had perfected during the year. The guardsmen had by then affixed bayonets 
on their rifles, and were marching about the field with various turns and ad
vances. The USA group at the edge of the field had been calling out to people in 
the stands to join them on the field, and while Laxalt was crossing the track to 
deliver an award, faculty monitors argued with students in the stands that 
leaving for the field would be dangerous. At that moment, Adamian left the 
stands and headed toward the field by himself.45 He would later be accused of 
rallying the demonstrators to leave, and then leading them to a dangerous situ
ation, but he made no overt gestures to do so. Instead, he purportedly led by 
example. As Adamian has it, he just wanted to join the USA group on the field 
because he had been actively supporting their cause during the weeks leading 
up to Governor's Day. It' s also likely that he was the first person to leave the 
stands because the crm,vd was clearly growing restless and angry, needing to 
move-and since trying to contain the crowd would be useless, the energy had 
to be directed somewhere. Although some faculty monitors did try to compel 
demonstrators to stay in the stands, after Adamian left the protestors began to 
trickle down the steps out onto the field, let out in ones and tV'lOS by the moni
tors to prevent a mob-like rush.46 
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The protest group on the field, growing to roughly tvvo hundred strong, now 
stood in defiance of the marching units, drifting into their path to interrupt the 
drill.47 The monitors left the stands to help prevent any confrontation, and the 
situation became highly tense as the two groups approached one another.48 

While the actions of some demonstrators had arguably been rude and raucous 
up until this point, it was now the everyday "normal" citizens who showed 
their inclination to scream out their emotions and call for reactionary violence: 
ROTC supporters were heard shouting from the stands for the cadets to tear 
into the protest cro\;vd, goading the cadets and encouraging them to march 
into the crowd with their bayonets.49 (At this point, there was no intervention 
by police, and it is compelling to consider a possible explanation: If indeed 
there had been orders to refrain from interfering with the black students, the 
new configuration of the protest was certainly perplexing and might have held 
off immediate action.) With sociology professors Carl Backman and James 
Richardson, Adamian, Harvey, and Hazard positioned themselves between the 
protestors and the cadets, hoping to fend off a clash betvveen the groups. 50 

As the armed units approached, the monitors stood in considerable danger, 
with Harvey and Backman in serious danger of being cut by bayonet blades 
(so close that Backman's jacket was torn by a bayonet), but fortunately an im
promptu command had been given for the cadets to perform a flank move
ment, directing them away from the protest group.51 The cadets were incensed 
and disgusted, but did not break ranks despite the harassment-which included 
one demonstrator riding a unicycle through their ranks.52 Finishing their per
formance, the drill team joined with other groups of cadets and passed the 
reviewing stand while marching out of the stadium. The protest group marched 
behind them, gesturing with their fingers raised in the V of the peace sign. 
When people in the stands started booing, the demonstrators changed their 
hand signals to raised middle fingers.53 

As the two crowds exited the stadium, demonstrators were shown a display 
of force assembled across the street: Thirty police officers with four squad cars, 
a paddy-wagon, and several motorcycles were ready to intervene at a moment's 
notice (rumors later circulated that the police were secretly holed up in a locker 
room anticipating the protest). If, as the regents later contended, there had been 
a "real danger of violent confrontation" resulting from Adamian's leading by 
example, then the lack of action by the administration is curious indeed. While 
the police may not have been able to prevent any conflict, surely they would 
have been called in at the first suggestion that violence was possible. Of course, 
the so-called confrontation on the field lasted only a few minutes; the same is 
true of the other flashes of severity in the protest. And the entire Guvernor's 
Day demonstration, from the motorcade to the stadium, lasted approximately 
ninety minutes altogether. This short, nonviolent protest never moved beyond 
loud noises, and it was a demonstration that had been given permission to 
come to the stadium, but after months of sensationalism, the noisy affair was 
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eventually dubbed by journalist Ty Cobb as "the most disgraceful day in the 
history of Nevada." Never mind that UNR students in 1900 shouted for the 
Board of Regents to be hanged, or that in 1956 they hanged university deans 
and the president in effigy. Never mind that at the beginning of the 1960s UNR 
students-follmving a long precedent of minority oppression-had donned 
blackface or Ku Klux Klan robes to enhance their collegiate experience.04 Many 
Nevadans were eagerly 3\,vaiting news of unrest on their college campus, be
cause the ,"var at home appeared to be ever)'V\rhere. In the years before Watergate, 
,·",hen average citizens ,,,,ere being told by the authorities that militant radicals 
were taking over at Reno, most Nevadans believed it. 

Among the demonstrators, reactions to the protest ,,",'ere mixed: Some saw it 
as a success, while others were disturbed by the extreme emotions generated 
by the crowd. After leaving the stadium, roughly a hundred members of the 
protest group returned to the Manzanita Bowl to make some speeches. During 
this gathering, a few ROTC cadets disconnected the sound system, causing a 
minor fistfight to break out, but little else happened other than discussion. 55 
Tensions remained high all day, and groups across campus discussed the events 
at the stadium; by the end of the day, students and faculty had planned to 
hold a memorial service on campus later that week in honor of the Kent 
State students.56 

On Wednesday morning, sensational media coverage of the event began 
to spread, generating public hostility toward the UNR campus and its admin
istration. KOLa radio began repeated airing's of an editorial that provoked 
reactionary responses across the state. Stan Weisberger, vice president and gen
eral manager of the station, assured his listeners that a militant group of stu
dents and some faculty had embarrassed the governor and insulted the coun
try and flag by jeering during the national anthem. He issued a warning: "If 
the university president and the Board of Regents 'will not see that students 
who break the law and incite riots are expelled and formally charged in our 
courts, it's high time that the taxpayers of this state fill these positions \vith 
people who will control these militants." He urged listeners to contact the ad
ministration and" demand that these students and professors be expelled from 
the campus, and if they do not respond, see that [sic]at the next election when 
the Board of Regents are on the ballot that they are replaced."57 Similarly, in his 
regular column for the Nevada State Journal that day, Cobb highlighted the most 
distasteful elements of the protest, and placed the blame on faculty leadership: 
"It was an eye-opener to see how a crowd is stimulated, with certain faculty 
members-the 'liberal professors' -infiltrating their ranks and prodding them 
on to further rudeness." The newspaper featured a front-page photograph of 
Adamian speaking to a crowd at the Manzanita Bowl, and elsewhere an article 
covering the protest asserted that he ""vas observed leading the chants and 
apparently exercising a large amount of control over the actions of the demon
strators."58 Most reporters covering the incident could not go beyond appear-



Rude and Raucous Catcalls 351 

ances, and if Adamian was presumably the only key figure in the demonstra
tion, the student organizers were just an unorganized assembly of kids whipped 
into a frenzy by one radicalized faculty mentor working alone. The other fac
ulty monitors vI/ere rarely mentioned. But this was only the first day after the 
protest: Newspaper coverage ,,,'as distorted, but there was no indication that 
the university administration was seeking punitive measures or making much 
of the protest. 

On campus that day, faculty organized several meetings to contend with the 
wild feelings left over from Tuesday's protest. During an afternoon meeting at 
the JTSU lounge, students and faculty argued about the events and the grow
ing negative response from the community. Some students lamented that the 
ceremonies weren't completely disrupted, calling for immediate action to close 
down the university-or more violent displays .59 Some three hundred students 
and some faculty crowded into a room for a student senate meeting later that 
night. In what \vas described as a "tense drama" of "cowboys" against the 
"longhairs," the senate discussed a course of action for the Kent State memo
rial and a possible campus-wide strike at the end of the week. With the sensa
tionalizing media coverage and grmving tension on campus, the administra
tion was worried about outbreaks of violence that could tip the scales against 
UNR. Edward Olsen, director of information for the university, explained the 
plan for crowd control measures to be used should the senate meeting gener
ate any physical conflict: 

If it did develop into a physical confrontation on the part of a few people, the only 
place they could go to get it out of their system would be out on the la,,,,n in front of the 
UTS ]. We had campus policemen stationed at all the sprinkler valves-upon signal, 
radio signal-to turn on all the sprinkling systems. We also had the fire hoses manned 
in Lincol.n Hall to just water everybody down and consequently, perhaps, cool the situ
ation without having to resort to calling in outside policemen. 

The primary goal for Miller's office was to calm the campus, and intervene 
with some type of force if needed, but keep matters within the university's 
control. Focusing on dialogue was a wise choice, and it was working. Through
out the senate deliberations, participants exchanged heated ,vords, but there 
were no indications of violence. The only turbulence was caused by four off
campus youths from Reno who repeatedly voiced loud remarks, generating 
some hostilities during the exchanges, but were not otherwise disruptive. 
After the meeting, small groups met in various parts of the building to 
continue discussions about issues regarding the war and the response on cam
pus. Colonel Hill, Hazard, and others were still talking with students until 
shortly after 2:00 a.m., when the colonel received word that Hartman Hall had 
been firebombed .60 

Police Chief Bob Malone had been hearing rumors of destructive plans 
throughout the day, so he had intensified patrols on campus. Kerosene-filled 
wine bottles had been thrown through the windows of the building, and within 
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minutes a patrolling officer noticed smoke and ,vas able to call in the incident 
and had time to put out the small fires by himself. Malone immediately called 
in the FBL61 Thursday morning's newspapers carried stories of the arson, and 
after Malone assessed the damage (scorched walls and burnt desktop items), 
he stated publicly that it was the first case of radical militant action in the 
university's history. He made this statement without knowing who caused the 
blaze or why. (Some students mused that anyone who had sense-or more 
important, who ,vanted to do serious damage-would have used a volatile 
fuel, not slmv-burning kerosene.) Laxalt nmv commented publicly that the 
Governor's Day protest ,,,'as "infantile exhibitionism" and railed against the 
"handful of potential revolutionaries" out to shame the state.62 He received 
telegrams that day that apologized on behalf of the students, and other wires 
arrived, likely prompted by KOLO, that called for the Board of Regents to take 
immediate action on campus by dismissing students and faculty who partici
pated. In local ne'wspapers, Hug stated, "University students who are respon
sible for such activities should be subject to strong disciplinary action. Faculty 
who actively participate or incite disruption of normal university activity or 
violence should not be permitted to remain as faculty members of this univer
sity."63 He had heard that a UNR professor had openly criticized the govern
ment and administration during a class, using obscenities to do so. \-"hile top 
administrators were certainly not pleased with the rudeness on Governor's 
Day, before the firebombing they had not issued any serious condemnation of 
the demonstration, let alone threats of disciplinary action or dismissal from the 
university. Now, with media coverage, irate citizens, and calls going out to 
federal agents, Governor's Day 'was imagined as a catalyst, the source of esca
lating problems. 

On campus, student radicals dismissed the arson as stupidity and asserted 
their platform of nonviolence, and rumors soon began to spread about "out
side agitators" who had been vocal during campus meetings.64 That morning, 
the Sagebrush printed a letter from President Miller as well as a "Faculty and 
Staff Statement" (signed by more than a hundred) acknuwledging the killings 
at Kent State. It was the university's first public response to the tragedy com
ing three days after it had occurred. For anyone 'who wanted to blame the ar
son at Hartman Hall on radicals, it could appear that the antiwar forces had 
won a victory: After all, days of peaceful protest did not elicit a response, but 
the administration issued a public statement immediately following a destruc
tive act. Such interpretations were wrong, however, because Miller had pre
pared the statement well before windows were broken and paperwork burned 
a t Hartman Hall. 

Seeing that there was a danger of the arson polarizing the campus, Miller 
met with the deans and various faculty that morning to encourage everyone to 
participate actively in as many group events as possible, including a candle
light vigil and teach-in that night, as well as the memorial scheduled for the 
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next day.65 That afternoon a major meeting at the JTSU involved all factions of 
students, as well as the so-called outsiders (now considered to have been SDS 
members from Berkeley) who tried to radicalize the activis ts. Hulse and John 
Dodson, director of the Center for Religion and Life, took control of the meet
ing and moderated discussion. Although tempers flared, again the larger meet
ing broke into small discussion groups, and, with the aid of faculty, staff, and 
administrators, tensions eased and students were able to let off some steam.66 

By 5:30 that evening, nearly a hundred and fifty people met at the Manza
nita Bowl for the Cambodia teach-in led by seven designated speakers. The 
names of the four Kent State victims were read aloud, followed by a fifteen 
minute silence. Harvey and Hulse delivered speeches, as did tvvo sociology 
professors, Stanford Lyman and Dave Harvey.67 A candlelight vigil followed 
at 8:30 that evening, and the crowd had grown to roughly three hundred 
participants. Although some students heckled the proceedings from a distance, 
the event was otherwise peacefu1.68 That night, as ROTC cadets stood watch 
over Hartman Hall, activists planned for the campus strike Friday morning.69 

Picket lines were set up at various entrances to the UNR campus at 8:00 a.m ., 
and some seven hundred students didn't attend class. The memorial service at 
the Manzanita Bowl began at noon, with a crowd of more than five hundred 
attending, and the service consisted of readings, folks songs, and prayers.70 A 
group of "cowboys" made a dramatic entrance during the service as a show of 
force and a symbolic display of good behavior as a lesson for the "longhairs." 
Their presence heightened tensions, but the service "vas finished according to 
plan, without any conflict. William Thornton, past president of the university's 
alumni association, announced the establishment of an annual peace prize 
during the memorial service (an award that is still given annually at UNR), 
more group meetings followed the service, and again students were able to 
work out their differences and find common ground during the group meet
ings.71 Outside the UNR campus, however, Nevadans heard not about the suc
cessful problem-solving events, but instead heard detailed accounts of anti
American activity on campus, and they reacted to headlines about fuebombings 
by radical militant left-wingers. Most of the general public was never informed 
about the succession of group activities, or the sincere efforts from across the 
campus to ease tensions and facilitate understanding. Instead of praising Miller 
for keeping the university functioning and relatively calm, media portrayals 
and political statements conveyed the impression that UNR was a university 
under siege. And like any good story about the West, the cliche of rounding up 
a posse started to take hold. 

In Elko, the Board of Regents began their monthly meeting that afternoon. 
During the two-day meeting, President Miller outlined the recent campus 
events for the regents, fielding questions as the meeting continued. Later, Hug 
began citing passages from the university's code of conduct, calling for an in
vestigation of hvo faculty members he believed were prominent in the week's 
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Proctor Hug, Jr., President of the Board of 
Regents, called for the investigation of two faculty 
members for their involvement in the Governor's 
Day protest. (UNR Archives) 

Brad Lucas 

disruptions. He referred to one faculty member who not only "encouraged the 
students to stop the cars," which" endangered the lives of students," but also 
"led the students in raucous and rude catcalls and had encouraged them to 
disrupt the ceremonies." Hug alleged that another faculty member had con
ducted a class discussion in very vulgar terms. Both professors, he said, should 
be terminated from the university if they could not explain their conduct. After 
further discussion among the regents, a motion was carried to investigate two 
instructors from the English department, "and any other faculty who may be 
found to have been involved in violations of the Uni'versity Code."12 Adamjan 
was implicated in the Governor's Day protest, whereas Fred Maher, a PhD. 
student and instructor, was identified as the teacher who allegedly used foul 
language and criticized officials who held positions of authority. By the end 
of the weekend, voices from across the state were at fever pitch, demanding 
action. Monday night, May 11, Senator Slattery appeared on television, sug
gesting that the "cm,\rboys" take matters into their own hands and "clean up" 
the campus by driving out the left-wing element themselves?3 In effect, the 
senator's statements appeared as an appeal for vigilante justice; the posse had 
been joined by a call for a lynch mob. 

Several hours after Slattery's comments were televised, a quick-burning gaso
line firebomb was thrown at the Hobbit Hole while its residents were inside. 
The students who lived there had received threats in the days prior, but no one 
was hurt in the attack. Del Papa and Miller appeared on television later that 
day to plead for an end to the violence, and to request that misinformation 



Rude and Raucous Catcalls 355 

about campus events be avoided at all costS?4 Within days, state politicians 
made public comments that the university could lose funds as a result of the 
previous week's events, reiterating the threats made earlier on KOLO radio. 
State Senator Archie Pozzi (R-Carson City) warned that by January 1971, when 
legislature would be in session, "it will be appropriate to take a fine look at 
,"/hat is going on at the university." The "leek-long efforts to generate dialogue 
and foster understanding among the student population never received media 
coverage, and it was clear that some tangible action had to be witnessed in 
order for the university to survive the protests on campus?5 According to the 
most vocal of state politicians, if the regents couldn't show that they had con
trolled the university by the end of the year, they'd likely lose their positions to 
people ,""ho could. 

The regents began to take control by clarifying for the university what was 
acceptable behavior and what punishments could be expected for breaking the 
rules. On May 21, Hug distributed to his fellow regents a copy of "Interim 
Rules and Disciplinary Procedures for Members of the University Community, 
University of Nevada System," a set of temporary rules-related to the recent 
events-that should be adopted until a permanent code could be developed. 
Many of the items in the interim code were already covered by the university 
catalog and faculty codes, often in quite different language, and this disagree
ment caused considerable problems for faculty ,vho were evaluating the docu
ment. However, most of the deans approved the interim code. The UNR chap
ter of the American Association of University Professors (AAUP) issued a let
ter to the Board of Regents, arguing that the interim rules ,,",'ere already covered 
elsewhere, and two sets 'would confuse the issues "and succeed only in con
veying an impression that the Board is thinking solely in terms of punitive 
responses./I The regents approved the rules as an interim policy until the De
cember 1970 meeting, when a permanent set of rules ,vould be established?6 
The interim code would be law for the rest of the year, ensuring that no other 
Governor's Day protests could occur. With such a set of rules in place, it was 
likely that state legislators would see the campus controlled-at least until af
ter the 1971 legislature was in session. 

The summer brought no new activity to campus, and some developments 
passed rather quietly. The charges against Maher, based on Hug's allegations, 
were dropped when the investigation was unable to produce any evidence 
against him-finding instead that his students considered him an excellent 
teacher, one who explicitly argued against discussing the Vietnam War in his 
class. Although Maher was not formally charged, he was quietly reassigned to 
a position as a research assistant, effectively removing him from interacting 
with undergraduate students. Facing a similar consequence in August, Adamian 
was suspended from teaching by the regents during a closed-door personnel 
session.77 A detailed account of the events relevant to the the Adamian affair 
are beyond the scope of this article, but it is possible to highlight some of the 
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major legal developments surrounding his termination. 
In October 1970, Adamian's case went before an ad hoc committee appointed 

by the UNR Faculty Senate. The committee found that his actions at the motor
cade blockade did not violate the university code, and it concluded that the 
evidence about the Governor's Day protest was so conflicting that it 'was im
possible to determine the nature of Adamian's alleged leadership role, espe
cially considering that he was assuredly not acting alone and that Miller and 
Hug had given consent for the demonstrators to march at the stadium. The 
committee recommended that Adamian be formally censured, but not termi
nated from his position. Miller agreed with the committee, but the regents re
turned the committee's findings in November \o\i.th numerous objections. After 
reviewing the case with the contested points in mind, the committee reaffirmed 
its initial conclusions.78 As part of its December meeting, the Board of Regents 
decided during another closed-door personnel session to override the deci
sions of both the Faculty Senate committee and the university president. The 
regents, pursuing punishment more severe than that recommended, fired 
Adamian from his tenured position at the university. 

Adamian later filed suit in the United States District Court for the District of 
Nevada, and the case was reassigned to Las Vegas. In 1973, Chief Judge Roger 
D. Foley ruled that the Board of Regents' decision was based on a vague uni
versity code, and ordered Adamian reinstated with back pay. The regents ap
pealed, and in 1975 the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals overturned Foley's rul
ing, sending the case back to the district court for review. In 1976, the court 
then ruled in favor of the university, and, despite another appeal to the Ninth 
Circuit, its decision was upheld in 1979. In May 1980, ten years after the 
Governor's Day protest, the United States Supreme Court refused to hear the 
case, without comment. While these legal battles played out, Adamian did not 
secure academic work because he refused to hide his activist past when apply
ing for other teaching positions. He never returned to academia, and with the 
exception of the work by Hulse and d'Azevedo in the mid 19705, Governor's 
Day has received scant attention over the years. 

The Nevadans who pressured the Board of Regents had acted on impulse, 
responding to narratives about their university that sounded too much like the 
volatile events on other campuses. While administrators and other officials could 
have seized the opportunity to valorize the peacekeeping activities on campus, 
energies were instead directed toward political and economic interests. In the 
summer of 1970, Hug explained the possible consequences of not responding 
to community demands for some punishment to be carried out at UNR: 

If no direct punitive action is taken, I think we would find that we would have very 
few new programs approved. The faculty raises would have a very difficult time being 
passed . That benefits such as pension or fringe benefits would be very hard to come by. 
I thjnk that we would find that our building requests would be if not ... they wouldn't 
be entirely turned down, but we would be penalized in some way by not getting the 
request.79 
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UNR stood to lose thousands of dollars in funding, and, rather than clarify 
matters for the public, the university carried out the punishments as planned. 
Instead of highlighting the nonviolent aspects of the protest in contrast to other 
demonstrations across the country, some critics had seized on the actions of 
individuals, startling the general population into thinking that university fac
ulty were out to corrupt impressionable youths and destroy American values 
in the process. Nevadans demanded that those responsible for Governor's Day 
be kicked off campus, and as a show of force, the regents terminated one fac
ulty member. Riding into the sunset of the Vietnam years, the men in white 
hats drove the bad element out of town, and the sleepy little community could 
finally rest assured that their children were safe, and justice had been done. 

All in all, perhaps the fallout from Governor's Day was inevitable, consider
ing the chaos sweeping the country. However, later changes to the university 
system can in some ways provide one method of passing final judgment about 
the protest, and about Adamian's unjust treatment by an elected board of ad
ministrators. In 1973 a new university code was established, depriving the Board 
of Regents of absolute authority over decisions to terminate faculty from the 
university. In all such decisions to follow, it was the university president who 
,·...,ould have final say. So, in theory, considering that President Miller approved 
the recommendation for censure, if the 1973 code were retroactively applied to 
Adamian's 1970 case, Adamian would have kept his job as an English profes
sor and continued to educate students. If he were still teaching today, perhaps 
he'd offer lessons in his research specialty-drama or, more specifically, the 
rise of domestic tragedy. 

Recalling the missed opportunities of Governor's Day can teach us lessons 
about the domestic tragedies in our country during Vietnam, prompting us to 
rethink the political and economic forces that shaped 'what v\'e have considered 
history. The distortions caused by mass media will continue to pose unique 
problems for revisiting history, in that sometimes media representations-and 
faded memories-are the only sources of vision we have. The oral histories of 
Governor's Day 1970 testify to the need to record events from multiple per
spectives, from a wide variety of people, in the wake of dramatic social events. 

The tragedies that provoked passions on May 5, 1970, caused a variety of 
reactions and responses from everyone involved. In the end, Governor's Day 
ceased to be celebrated, and stories eventually took shape about what had hap
pened that year. The spirit of peaceful intervention, however, carries on in the 
Thornton Peace Prize, an annual award given at UNR to recognize "an indi
vidual or group v·;ho exemplifies the idea that the use of force is not an accept
able means of settling disputes." What should have been accepted was a peaceful 
demonstration by a group that wanted to be heard. What wasn't acknowledged, 
but what should have been celebrated, was the settling of disputes through 
discussion and dialogue, patience and empathy, and the guidance of those who 
knew the university from within. 
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The Bureau of Reclamation and the West, 
1945-2000 

DONALD J. PISANI 

Visit the the Bureau of Reclamation website and you discover the following: 
The bureau is the nation's second largest wholesale water supplier and the 
nation's second largest producer of hydroelectric power, after the United States 
Army Corps of Engineers. It operates 58 hydroelectric plants, 348 dams and 
reservoirs, and 308 recreation areas visited by 90 million people each year. It 
delivers ,vater to more than 31 million municipal, rural, and industrial ,vater 
users, including one in five western farmers who cultivate 10 million acres. 
That's one third of the irrigated land in the West. Those farms produce 60 per
cent of the nation's vegetables and 25 percent of its fruits and nuts. 

But there is more. While the Bureau of Reclamation has not constructed a 
major dam since the 1970s, it is not just the caretaker of a vast hydraulic mu
seum. In recent years, the website suggests, the bureau has transformed itself 
into a champion of the environment, dedicated to preserving wetlands, increas
ing migratory fish populations, and bringing "competing interests together to 
find consensus-based approaches in such areas as California's Sacramento 
Delta /San Francisco Bay to improve water quality." Its objectives now include 
"water conservation and environmental restoration," ''"vater reclamation, re
cycling, and reuse," and support for the "self-determination efforts of Native 
American tribes." These are ambitious goals. Nevertheless, adjusted for infla
tion the bureau's 850-million-dollar budget for fiscal year 2000 is but a small 
fraction of its construction budgets in the three decades following the end of 
World War 11.1 

The Bureau of Reclamation has reinvented itself many times, particularly 
during the 1930s, after World War II, and in the 1980s and 1990s. The best-
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President Roosevelt dedicating Hoover Dam, September 30,1935. 
(Nevada Historical Society) 
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known history of water in the West, Marc Reisner's Cadillac Desert, suggests 
that follmving World War IT the Bureau of Reclamation and Corps of Engineers 
went on a dam-building binge. The passion to manage nature, the assumption 
that the United States Congress had a responsibility to subsidize the economic 
development of the West, and the desire of federal bureaus to protect their turf 
and expand their budgets all fueled the dam mania. Neither agency exhibited 
idealism, let alone vision. Wedded as they were to logrolling and pork barrel 
politics, the Bureau of Reclamation and the Corps of Engineers became a jug
gernaut beyond democratic control. It mattered little that most Americans found 
many of the projects the agencies built to be wasteful and impractical. The dam 
builders ,;,'ere stopped not by public opinion but by a simple geological fact: 
By the 1970s the West had run out of safe dam sites.2 

There is truth to Reisner's interpretation, but it is half the truth. In this essay, 
I argue tha t the major impulse behind dam building in the 1950s and the 1960s 
was a postwar idealism that sought to revive and expand the New Deal of the 
1930s and win the Cold War against the Soviet Union. Whatever the power of 
the dam builders in Congress, they never led the charmed life that Reisner 
suggests. They faced severe criticism, and not just from those dedicated to pro
tecting parks and wilderness areas. That criticism mounted during the 1960s 
and 1970s and, eventually, the public turned against the Bureau of Reclama
tion and Corps of Engineers. Some critics complained about the sheer cost of 
the projects, much of which was paid for from the general treasury. Some op
posed the massive subsidies to agribusiness in the West. Some chastised the 
bureau for abandoning the goal of turning the West into a land of family farms. 
Still others deplored the damage large water projects inflicted on the environ
ment. In 1945, the great strength of the agency was its idealism. But that ideal
ism was hard to sustain, particularly in the face of congressional opposition to 
any form of "social planning." Furthermore, w rule dams were icons of progress 
in the 1930s and 1940s, by the 1970s they represented an old and inflexible 
technology. 

The Bureau of Reclamation-originally the Reclamation Service-was estab
lished in 1902 to irrigate desert land. Its mission was not just to create new 
family farms on the public domain, but also to provide supplemental water to 
established farmers on private land. The objectives of the bureau were incon
sistent from the start. Was its goal to stimulate regional economic develop
ment or to create a new society? Federal reclamation was not a welfare pro
gram. Farmers could claim government land within the projects for nothing, 
but they had to pay their pro-rata costs of constructing dams and canals in ten 
years, without interest. The bureau launched 30 water projects in the years 
from 1905 to 1917, but the agricultural depression of the 1920s and 1930s, and 
many other problems, limited the land reclaimed to fewer than 3 million acres
far from the 100 million acres promised by the most optimistic proponents of 
the Reclamation Act in 1902. Most of that land had been irrigated before 1902.3 
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In the 1920s, the bureau faced a host of seemingly insurmountable problems 
as the farmers it served were unwilling or unable to repay their debts to the 
government. There was talk of giving the Bureau of Reclamation's work to the 
Corps of Engineers. And while the 1930s provided the bureau with new op
portunities, as it built such high dams as Hoover, Grand Coulee, and Shasta, 
most of those dams were authorized in order to put people to work rather than 
because their v"ater and power were needed at the time. It was World War IT 
that made the high dams look like good investments. By increasing the de
mand for pmNer, the war gave the bureau a new source of revenue that could 
be used to subsidize agriculture and a new lease on life. 

At the end of World War II, and for some years thereafter, the fear of a return 
to the struggles of the Great Depression played a prominent part in Bureau of 
Reclamation planning. In 1944, Bernard DeVoto observed, 

"The fear is that, terrible as the war is, the coming peace will make these war years 
seem to have been a time of quiet, order, and optimism. That, ghastly as the problems 
of war are, the problems of peace will prove worse. That, whatever the war may have 
done to us, it has kept us comparatively united, comparatively of one purpose, com
paratively effective as a society. That, once the external diSCipline of war is relaxed, 
there will be grave danger of our collapsing into disorder, disunity, civil and social strife. 
That \vhereas war has brought us hope, or at least courage, the coming peace may bring 
despair." 

Not the least of DeVoto's fears was that jobs would have to be found for 12 
million former soldiers, sailors, and marines along with countless workers in 
the defense industry. Public works became a vital part of reconversion to a 
peacetime economy.4 

Nev\' Deal Democrats assumed that the West had sufficient potential ,vater 
projects that they could be used as a permanent economic stimulus to prevent 
recessions, ensure full employment, and sustain economic growth. Not sur
prisingly, in April 1945, the bureau presented to Congress p lans for 415 irriga
tion and multiple-purpose water projects in 17 western states. From state-to
state the number varied, from a modest five projects in Washington to 96 in 
Montana, and from 101,000 acres in Utah to 2.2 million acres in California. These 
projects 'were expected to add 11 million acres of new land to cultivation and 
provide supplemental water to nearly as many acres of old land. That was 
hAlice the amount of land irrigated in 1945.5 

In 1945, Bureau of Reclamation officials regarded the West as an undevel
oped region; it contained only 20 percent of the nation's population, 25 percent 
of its farms, and an even smaller share of its industry. If the West did not con
tinue the process of industrialization begun during the war, its economy v-.'Quld 
stagnate. But industrialization could advance only if the federal government 
provided the West with new dams for pm'\'er and irrigation. A second assump
tion followed from the first: In the future almost all major water projects would 
be built by the federal government, not by private companies, municipalities, 
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or the states. Save for California and Texas, the cost of multiple-purpose projects 
was beyond the means of the western states. Third, hydroelectricity was not 
just the cheapest and most reliable form of power available to westerners, its 
use '''lould conserve other natural resources, including oil, coat and natural 
gas. In this way, the bureau ,""ould strengthen the nation's defenses. Fourth, 
the crop surpluses of the 1930s were a thing of the past, if only because the 
United States would have to feed large parts of Europe and Asia for decades 
after the war was over. There was no danger of bringing too much land into 
production too fast. 

World War II solved many chronic farm problems. Farm income more than 
doubled between 1939 and 1945, and the amount invested in machinery more 
than tripled. The need for food and fiber wiped out the surpluses of the 1930s; 
the demand for soldiers and war workers drained off the surplus farm popula
tion; and high wartime crop prices restored agriculture to a prosperity that 
lasted into the 1950s. Farmers on government irrigation projects doubled their 
production between Pearl Harbor and the end of the war, and the value of their 
crops increased by more than 250 percent from 1941 to 1945. Postwar demands 
for food and fiber in Europe, and generous price supports from the Depart
ment of Agriculture, sustained prosperity after the ,·var. Bureau of Reclamation 
officials believed, as they had always believed, in a direct correlation between 
the rate of population increase and the expansion of irrigation. In the decade 
from 1940 to 1950, the population of the seventeen western states '''lent up nearly 
by 25 percent, and the population of California, Washington, and Oregon in
creased by 48 percent. The population of the entire nation increased by 15 per
cent during the same decade.6 

Hundreds of thousands of war workers moved west during World War II, 
and the hydroelectric pmver produced at dams like Grand Coulee and Hoover 
contributed to the relocation of much of the defense industry, particularly the 
construction of ships and aircraft. Half the military airplanes produced in the 
United States during World War II were built with the power from one dam, 
Grand Coulee. When the war ended, or so it was widely assumed, cheap and 
abundant hydroelectric power would expand the region's industrial base and 
give the West the balanced or diversified economy it had long lacked? 

In the years between 1945 and 1948, the Cold War against the Soviet Union 
dominated every aspect of American life. It was a mixed blessing to the Bureau 
of Reclamation. On the one hand, the bureau provided much of the power and 
food needed to defend the Free World against Communism. Nevertheless, the 
struggle against Russia also helped to undermine the New Deal, or the Fair 
Deal as it was called in the Truman administration. It diverted attention from 
domestic to international concerns and killed the idealism that sustained po
litical reform. And if military spending commanded too much of the federal 
budget, the United States might not be able to sustain the civilian standard of 
living that distinguished it from the Soviet Union. "Indeed/' as Secretary of the 
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Interior Oscar Chapman observed in 1951, "the final test of victory will lie in 
the ansvver to this simple question: Is America richer, stronger, better able to 
provide her people ,vith a good life and to assume her position of world lead
ership than she was before the challenge [of the Cold War] ,vas first raised?" 
Chapman feared that if the United States returned to a wartime economy, "we 
shall find that the old economic freedoms ,,,,hich give American life so much of 
its richness have disappeared. We shall be supporting an enormous budget, 
''''ith a huge proportion for defense, and yet find ourselves poor as church mice 
'v here our great basic [social] programs are involved." The United States must, 
Chapman warned, avoid the "pinched, Spartan existence which is inevitable 
under a straight military economy."s 

Nevertheless, there was a great deal of idealism within the Bureau of Recla
mation after World War II, and that idealism is often overlooked by historians 
who think of the bureau as a pack of engineers bent on building as many dams 
as possible as rapidly as possible. For example, arid land reclamation was quickly 
perceived as an instrument of international diplomacy, and the bureau devel
oped close ties to the State Department. The Cold War gave the Bureau of Rec
lamation a new mission as the defender of freedom and democracy around the 
world. In 1945, on his return from the Yalta Conference, President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt asked to fly over the Arabian Desert, and that experience suggested 
that a major dam project in the Middle East \ovould relieve poverty and the 
danger of revolution. "When I get through being President of the United States 
and this damn war is over," FDR remarked to his Secretary of Labor, Frances 
Perkins, "I think Eleanor and I will go to the Near East and see if vve can man
age to put over an operation like the Tennessee Valley system that will really 
make something of that country. I would love to do it." In 1944 John L Savage, 
the bureau's chief design engineer, a man who had p layed a large part in plan
ning Grand Coulee, Shasta, and Hoover dams, went to China at the request of 
the Chinese government. There he made preliminary surveys for a gigantic 
power, irrigation, and flood control project on the Yangtze River. He then spent 
several months inspecting likely water projects in India. At the end of the ,,,,'ar, 
thirty-eight engineers from fifteen foreign countries visited Bureau of Recla
mation projects and offices and the bureau launched a program to teach its 
methods to foreign engineers. Nineteen engineers from China began training 
''.lith the bureau in the summer of 1945.9 

As the Cold War deepened, dam building became a major diplomatic weapon. 
The widespread human suffering in Asia, Africa, and the Middle East, it was 
widely believed, offered fertile ground to the spread of Communism. Yet the 
so-called underdeveloped world was full of potential water projects that could 
eliminate or mitigate poverty, just as the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) 
had improved the lives of poor residents of Tennessee and Alabama during the 
1930s. Some of these projects were staggering in size. For example, the Yangtze 
River project would impound twice the water captured by Hoover Dam and 
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Hoover Dam. (Nevada Historical Society) 

generate tV'lice the output of Grand Coulee, Hoover, and Shasta dams com
bined. In fiscal year 1952, the bureau sent ninety-two employees to twenty
tvvo different countries on thirty-three separate missions. The countries in
cluded Costa Rica, Ethiopia, India, Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, Liberia, Libya, 

orthern Rhodesia, and Thailand. The bureau also arranged international water 
conferences, including the first International Reclamation Conference, held in 
Yakima, Washington, in June 1952. It was attended by representatives from 
twenty foreign countries.10 

At home, New Deal and Cold War idealism could be seen in the bureau's 
abortive attempts to revive the building of family farms after the war. In many 
parts of the West, the average farm size increased dramatically during the long 
agricultural depression that extended from 1920 to 1940. Average farm size in 
Montana leaped from 480 acres to 821 acres, and in Wyoming from 749 to 1,866 
acres. Tenancy had also increased. In 1946, Commissioner of Reclamation 
Michael Straus predicted that within five years the bureau would have opened 
more than 45,000 family-sized farms on 4 million acres. ll The bureau's maga
zine, Reclamation Era, promised that the bureau would provide as many homes 
to returning veterans and their families as it had created on all its projects dur
ing the four decades prior to World War II. The first farms would be on the 
Klamath, Yakima, Minidoka, and Shoshone projects, but the single largest project 
would be in the Columbia River basin, where the bureau hoped to have at least 
400,000 acres ready for settlement by 1950 or 1951. "The ultimate objective of 
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the Bureau of Reclamation and its staff," Reclamation Era reported, "is to de
velop the West through the creation of permanent family farms on Federal Rec
lamation projects." 12 

The irrigable public domain was long gone by the 1930s. Therefore, post
war government projects vwuld reclaim private land, or land purchased by the 
federal government. As early as 1906, Congress had prohibited the bureau from 
laying out model towns, and from building roads, schools, and sanitation sys
tems or selling electricity directly to consumers for purposes other than pump
ing water for irrigation. In anticipation of the end of the \',rar, however, in 1943 
Congress authorized the bureau to buy up more than a million acres of pri
vately oV\rned, dry-farmed land north of Pasco, Washington, subdivide it, and 
layout 10,000 to 20,000 farms. At the time, the irrigable lands of the Columbia 
River basin were inhabited by struggling ranchers and wheat farmers . By regu
lating land sales and enforcing the 160-acre limitation on the amount of land 
for ,·vhich each farmer could receive water-a limitation that had been largely 
ignored-the bureau hoped to prevent the chronic land speculation that 
had undermined the effectiveness of both private and public irrigation projects 
in the past. Project towns and farms were expected to provide homes to more 
than 300,000 people. Central VVashington, it was hoped, would become a 
model for future government reclamation projects within the Colorado and 
Missouri basins.13 

The Columbia Basin Project ,vas as close to planned settlement as the bu
reau ever got, but it failed to live up to expectations. Congress required the 
bureau to cooperate with the state of Washington and local irrigation districts 
in planning the project, but there was constant tension among federal, state, 
and local officials. There were also problems ,vith drainage and alkali, the project 
land \-vas incapable of producing high-value crops, and government farmers 
resisted planning and direction-as farmers ahvays had on government projects. 
By 1958 the project was still only half complete, and it was home to fewer than 
2,300 families, rather than the 10,000 to 15,000 anticipated at the end of the ,,,'ar. 

The Columbia Basin Project did not result in the resettlement of farmers from 
marginal lands on the Great Plains, nor did it become a land of small subsis
tence farms. Most settlers came from the state of Washington, and most of those 
from out-of-state hailed from Utah. Nor were they young men looking for a 
fresh start-the median age was forty. Nor were they poor-more than half had 
family assets in excess of $20,000. Nor did they relish building homes on the 
land. About one-third lived in towns or cities, usually within twenty or thirty 
miles of the land. Worse still, 25 percent of the owners of Columbia Basin Project 
land received 75 percent of the government benefits. In 1968, the bureau turned 
the project over to three irrigation districts, tacit acknowledgment that the fed
eral government would never complete it. The leading historian of the Colum
bia Basin Project has concluded that even had the project been finished, it would 
have failed. "It would be a collection of family farms ranging from forty to 
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eighty acres," Paul Pitzer has written, "none of them capable of supplying their 
owners with a satisfactory living. The area would be a rural slum. It is for the 
best that this aspect of the project failed." 14 

In the years immediately following the war, the Bureau of Reclamation re
ceived as many as a thousand queries a month from returning veterans who 
wanted land, but in 1947 the government could offer only 245 farms covering 
20,000 acres. By 1952, less than 4 percent of the veterans who had applied to 
the Bureau for a government farm had received one, compared to 13 percent 
after World War I. Secretary of the Interior Julius Krug blamed "large land 
companies and their adherents" for thwarting the bureau's plans. But there 
was also opposition within the bureau to creating family farms for settlers vvith 
limited means. In the 1930s, the bureau had shifted its focus to the urban West. 
The experience of 1902 to 1940, some of its leaders feared, suggested that only 
those who were prosperous when they took up their government farms v-lOuld 
succeed. A return to creating homesteads would invite a "welfare class" onto 
the projects, a class destined to fail no matter how much federal aid it received. 
Therefore, the bureau required a family to have $7,500 in savings before it could 
move onto the Columbia Basin Project, and it expected these families to have 
several times this amount in assets. The dream of turning the West into a demo
cratic Eden or "planned promise land" through the resettlement of veterans on 
government water projects disappeared in the 1960s.15 

The Bureau of Reclamation had other reasons to fear large-scale planning, 
including its distrust of autonomous river basin authorities. During and after 
the war, a handful of western Democrats pushed legislation to transplant the 
TVA model to the West, legislation nominally favored by Presidents Franklin 
D. Roosevelt and Harry S. Truman. New Deal planners hoped that riverbasin 
authorities would result in the marriage of national and local governments, 
limiting state authority over ,vater. But the bureau feared that such authorities 
would restrict its ability to survey, plan, select and build western water projects, 
particularly within the Columbia, Missouri, and Colorado river basins.l6 

Nevertheless, the bureau never entirely rejected the idea of regional govern
ments. Such authorities could lay the foundation for public power, and for a 
time the bureau advocated building its own transmission lines and steam power 
plants to supplement the hydroelectricity generated by its dams. In that way, it 
could become the West's major source of power. President Harry S. Truman 
favored expanding the bureau's role in electrifying the West but Congress re
jected it, even after the Democrats regained control of Congress in 1948. Oppo
sition to direct sales of power to consumers, and to community planning, be
came so intense that in 1948 Congress refused to appropriate money to pay the 
salary of any reclamation commissioner who "vas not an engineer. In the early 
1950s, the fear of "creeping socialism/' and opposition to the "Sovietization" 
of the West, undermined what remained of the idealism that had been so strong 
in 1945. 17 



The Bureau of Reclamation and the West, 1945-2000 371 

Marc Reisner, whose Cadillac Desert is the most widely read study of ", .. rater 
policy in the twentieth-century West, characterizes the postwar period as the 
Go-Go Years. He can be faulted for ignoring the powerful impact of the New 
Deal and Cold War on post\var planning, but some v .. rater projects that appeared 
in the 1950s and 1960s were incredible. The Pacific Southwest Water Plan, pro
posed in 1964, included 1,000-mile aqueduct that , .... 'ould have carried a water 
supply half the size of the average flow of the Colorado River, to run from the 
Columbia River, past a string of irrigation projects in Oregon and evada, to 
Southern California. It was rejected not because it was impractical, or too ex
pensive, but because Senator Henry "Scoop" Jackson of Washington opposed 
it. Another scheme, released by the bureau in 1971, proposed pumping water 
upstream from the Mississippi River to the high plains of west Texas and ew 
Mexico, where groundwater depletion threatened a collapse of the local 
economy. The electrical power needed to pump the 'water uphill would have 
exceeded all the energy used in the entire state of Texas a t that time. ls 

A project nearly as questionable won the approval of Congress in 1968, in 
no small part because of Senator Carl Hayden of Arizona. This was the Central 
Arizona Project, the single largest public works appropriation ever made by 
Congress. When asked why the project had been authorized, Floyd Dominy, 
the commissioner of the Bureau of Reclamation in the 1960s, responded: "Well
number one-Senator Hayden was a man that I loved." More important, 
Senator Hayden was a powerful member of the Senate Appropriations Com
mittee, and no \vater project, east or 'vest, could be approved without his sup
port. Everyone in Congress deferred to Carl Hayden. 

The legislation passed in 1968 was designed to pacify both upstream and 
downstream interests on the Colorado River. Upstream, a series of new dams 
would be built, and downstream, an aqueduct from Lake Mead, the reservoir 
behind Hoover Dam, to Las Vegas and a 300-mile-Iong aqueduct across Ari
zona that would pass by Phoenix on its way to Tucson. This aqueduct carried 
more water than the combined water supplies of Cleveland, Detroit, and Chi
cago, and it included a massive pump system to lift the water more than 1,000 
feet and a series of reservoirs to store it. The increasing political clout of the 
south'western states was demonstrated by the fact that in 1984, when the Cen
tral Arizona Aqueduct was nearly finished, only one of the five projects slated 
for Colorado was under construction.19 

Dams often threatened the boundaries of national parks and vvilderness ar
eas, and they tested the vigilance of conservation groups throughout the 1950s 
and the 1960s.20 The struggle to protect Echo Park, 'Nhich many historians credit 
for creating the modern environmental movement, is well known. The issue 
was whether public works projects should take precedence over the sanctity of 
national parks, and whether immediate economic self-interest should take 
precedence over the rights of future generations. 21 There was far more to 
these battles than protecting extraordinary scenery in remote parts of the West. 
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Gradually, as Samuel P. Hays has shovlln, middle-class Americans came to see 
vvilderness in very personal terms-as part of their own back yard, and as an 
antidote to a highly regimented society rather than as an obstacle to progress. 
Americans no longer feared unemployment, or a return to the Great Depres
sion, and their attitudes tm,vard nature were changing.22 

More and more Americans thought that rivers ought to be preserved in their 
native states for future generations, not managed to the last drop. Just as Con
gress enacted legislation to protect wilderness areas in 1964, it protected wild, 
scenic, and recreational rivers in 1965. The "vvild" rivers, like the wilderness 
areas, were "living museums" of nature. They constituted less than 2 percent 
of the watenvays in the United States, but putting them off-limits sharply re
duced the remaining dam sites available to the Bureau of Reclamation and the 
Corps of Engineers. Even within cities, rivers once seen as sewers were now 
regarded as amenities. Riverfronts became parks complete with bicycle and 
jogging paths. The recreational value of rivers-not just for those ,·vho rafted 
through the Grand Canyon but for urban dwellers- symbolized a nevv kind of 
consumer economy that dealt in the experience of interacting v·lith nature, not 
just the consumption of factory products.23 

Yet it ,vas not just a greater appreciation for nature that undermined public 
faith in dams and canals. As the population of the west grew in the decades 
after World War II, and as California eclipsed New York as the most populous 
state in the Union, easterners became more and more concerned to see their 
residents, as well as their tax dollars, moving west. In the late nineteenth 
century, western politicians complained that their region did not get its fair 
share of the money spent by Congress on river and harbor improvements. But 
from 1950 to 1976, the Northeast received only 6 percent of the funds spent by 
the Corps of Engineers and the Bureau of Reclamation. The West received about 
half the money spent, and the South 28 percent. By the time Jimmy Carter be
came president in 1977, residents of northeastern cities complained that the 
growth of southwestern cities was being subsidized at their expense. The Rust 
Belt took a stand against the Sun Belt. 24 

Equally important, criticism of massive Bureau of Reclamation subsidies to 
western farmers mounted. Taxpayers paid twice for irrigation projects, first for 
the direct subsidy, and then for the crop price-support programs required partly 
because of overproduction on subsidized lands in the West.25 In an age of crop 
surpluses, it made little sense to cultivate subsidized cotton in the San Joaquin 
Valley and pay farmers not to grow cotton in the South. The Bureau of Recla
mation irrigated land while the United States Department of Agriculture at
tempted to hold down agricultural production through its Soil Bank Program, 
its Cropland Conversion Program, the Commodity Diversion Program, and 
the Cropland Adjustment Program, all of which were designed to convert 
cropped land into fields of trees and grass. More than 50 million acres of land 
had been idled by government farm programs, and more than one third of all 
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available farmland was unused. Why expand irrigation in the West when 
the production of food and fiber on already cultivated land could be 
increased by 40 or 50 percent simply through the use of ne,,-/ insecticides and 
farm machinery?26 

At the end of World War II, 95 percent of the money spent on federal recla
mation was reimbursable; only 5 percent of the cost of project construction was 
excused in the name of navigation improvement or flood control. The Recla
mation Project Act of 1939 permitted the bureau to write off the cost of provid
ing navigation, flood control, and fish and wildlife protection in its water 
projects. After the war, the bureau wanted to add to that list recreation, salinity 
control, sediment control, public health, the promotion of the national defense, 
and international treaty obligations.27 In 1978, the agricultural economist Philip 
LeVeen estimated that western farmers repaid only about 3 percent of the cost 
of land reclaimed by the federal government. Proceeds from the sale of elec
tricity paid for 57 percent of the cost, but another 40 percent came from general 
tax revenues. On the Westlands Irrigation District in the San Joaquin Valley, 
farmers repaid only 10 percent of the cost of constructing their irrigation works, 
and 70 percent of their profit came from federal subsidies.28 

Aside from the subsidies, critics of the Reclamation Bureau raised doubts 
whether dams represented the best technology for generating electrical power. 
In the dark days of the Cold War, military strategists worried that centralizing 
the production of power at huge dams ,,,'ould make the United States more 
vulnerable to attack from Soviet missiles. If the Soviet Union targeted the West's 
massive dams, it could cripple the region's economy-including much of the 
defense industry. Then, too, there had always been questions about whether 
hydroelectric power was as reliable as steam-generated power. Few high dams 
produced a sufficiently consistent flow of water to guarantee the same amount 
of power throughout the entire year, and the cost of generating power at steam
powered plants had declined markedly during the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s. 
Increasingly, hydroelectric pO'wer was used to supplement steam-generated 
electricity, rather than the reverse. 

Nevertheless, steam plants represented old technology, too. In the 1940s, 
David Brower suggested that atomic energy would make dams obsolete long 
before they began to silt up. "If we learn to use it [atomic energy] properly .. . 
we won't need to harness all the rivers of the land .... At least we might wait 
a little while and see what happens before we drown out our greatest canyons 
and destroy forever so much natural beauty." One dream of the postwar era 
was to use the atom to desalinize water from the oceans, rendering dams and 
canals to serve the cities of the Pacific Coast entirely UlU1ecessary. By the 1960s, 
General Electric was producing reactors that could generate more power than 
the largest of existing or planned bureau dams at half the installation cost. 
Atomic plants also had the advantage that they could be located closer to cities 
and were thus more accessible to transportation and raw materials. Eventu-
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Derby Dam waste-way gates, showing the bucket weight on north side, June 20,1905. 
(Nevada Historical Society) 

Derby Darn, c. 1910. (Nevada Historical Society) 
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ally, nuclear pO'lNer would be seen as even more of a threat to the environment 
than dams, but that was not true in the 1950s and 1960s.29 

By the early 1970s, study after study surveyed how dams damaged or threat
ened the environment, including the Ralph Nader study group's Damming the 
West, published in 1973.30 R. L. Coughlin of the Federal Water Quality Admin
istration observed that "The Bureau of Reclamation is the prime source of wa
ter pollution in the far West. They manage their damn reservoirs as if they had 
blinders on." Critics pointed to massive fish kills in the Snake and the Colum
bia rivers. It was not just that bureau dams interfered v'lith the spawning of 
salmon, they interfered vvith the temperature and oxygen level in water far 
below the dams. Dams also increased the impact of municipal and industrial 
wastes by reducing the capacity of rivers to dilute sewage and chemicals. The 
result was the eutrophication and prolific grmvth of algae.31 

Equally important, by the 1970s the West was running out of safe, let alone 
cost-effective, dam sites. As Marc Reisner put it, "Fontenelle [on the Green 
River in southwestern Wyoming] was an inferior site compared with Flaming 
Gorge, as Glen Canyon ,vas inferior to Hoover, as Auburn ",'as vastly inferior 
to Shasta . . .. [T]he Bureau was now being forced to build on sites it had 
rejected forty, fifty, or sixty years earlier. It was building on them because ,<vhile 
the ideal dam sites had rapidly disappeared, the demand for new projects 
had not."32 

The Teton Dam was finished during the winter of 1975. It stood 300 feet 
above the bed of the Teton River-a tributary of the Snake-and stretched nearly 
3,000 feet across the canyon. Unfortunately, it was erected in what geologists 
call a fill valley created by earthquake faults. Three grout curtains were sup
posed to prevent seepage under and around the dam, but the first leak ap
peared on June 3, 1976, and two days later the north end of the dam collapsed, 
sending a 10-foot wall of water dovvn the valley, killing 11 people, leaving 
15,000 homeless, drmvning 13,000 cattle, and stripping the topsoil from 100,000 
acres of prime farmland. In all, the failure of the Teton Dam cost a billion dol
lars in property damages. An independent study of the disaster concluded that 
the dam had not been properly designed for its location.33 

The collapse of Teton Dam had little impact on public works spending for 
fiscal year 1977. But it came in the 'wake of other bad news for the Bureau of 
Reclamation. In August 1975, an earthquake of 5.9 magnitude hit Oroville, 
California, on a seismic fault thought to be inactive. This raised doubts about 
the safety of the proposed Auburn Dam above Sacramento, which was also 
located on or near a supposedly inactive fault. Bureau of Reclamation studies 
required by the state of California revealed that a complete failure of the Au
burn Dam would render 750,000 people homeless, put five military bases out 
of commission, and destroy the state capital. More than 5200 million had been 
invested in the project when work was halted. The dam 'was not financially 
feasible, anyvvay. The V'later it stored was expected to cost more than seven 



376 Donald J. Pisani 

times the price of water from Shasta Dam and more than three times the cost of 
water from Oroville Dam. Auburn Dam would cost ten times the amount origi
nally authorized by Congress, more than all the money the bureau had spent 
in California since the 1930s.34 

Much has been made of President Jimmy Carter's hit list, his abortive at
tempt in 1977 to limit pork barrel spending on water projects. Carter "vas a 
New Democrat, and he came to Washington in the post-Watergate era, a time 
characterized by public hostility toward the Old Politics and by stagflation-a 
stagnant economy afflicted with double-digit inflation. Carter promised to cut 
federal spending and balance the budget. In April 1977, he deleted eighteen 
water projects from the proposed fiscal year 1978 budget, which had been pre
pared by President Gerald Ford's administration. A fire storm of criticism 
erupted in the West, persuading Carter to cut the number in half. This did little 
to placate those who thought that Congress, not the president, should control 
the purse strings, and now the environmentalists considered him inconstant 
and undependable. What hurt Carter most were not the cuts themselves but 
his inconsistencies. Carter, who owned a family peanut farm in Georgia, sup
ported California Governor Jerry Brown's demand that the 160-acre limitation 
on the amount of land for which each farmer could receive water from the 
Bureau of Reclamation be raised to 1,260 acres, and he supported cheap water 
for one of the West's most heavily subsidized irrigation projects, the Westlands 
Irrigation District in the San Joaquin Valley. He opposed many new water 
projects but had little interest in challenging agribusiness.35 

Jimmy Carter learned his lesson too late. Yet from the perspective of the 
Bureau of Reclamation, this was much ado about very little. Most of the big 
projects cut by Carter were Corps of Engineers' schemes. The bureau contin
ued to build water projects into the 1980s, but the last major authorization for a 
new project came in 1968. Long before the collapse of Teton Dam, and long 
before Jimmy Carter became president, irrigation had begun to move to the 
center of the country, where dam sites were few. As the flow of surface streams 
was exhausted, farmers relied more and more heavily on underground water. 
Underground water was less subject to litigation than surface water, and the 
supply was more dependable. The Great Plains covered vast pools of water, 
such as the Oglalla Aquifer, and a new generation of gasoline pumps pulled 
the water to the surface. Often that water was distributed by center-pivot irri
gation systems. By the 1960s and 1970s, most new land opened to irrigation 
was located in Texas, Nebraska, Colorado, Kansas, and the Dakotas, not in the 
far West. During the 1970s, California averaged an increase of less than 2 per
cent per year in irrigated land while the Great Plains averaged nearly 9 percent 
per year. Put another way, the high plains accounted for 40 percent of the new 
acreage irrigated in the West between 1945 and 1974. Year by year the water 
table declined and the cost of pumping the water to the surface increased.36 

In the new age of scarcity and constraints, officials in the Bureau of Reclama-
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tion recognized that the era of the high dam had passed. There was little merit 
in inventing billions of dollars in new dams and canals when a small fraction 
of that amount spent on conservation could expand the "vater supply at far less 
cost. Lining ditches with concete, using sprinkler and drip irrigation, and car
rying water to crops through underground pipes rather than furrows made 
sense. In any event, when President Ronald Reagan, James Watt, and David 
Stockman came to Washington in 1981, they demanded that those who ben
efited from water projects-whether the projects involved navigation, flood con
trol, or irrigation-pay part of the cost. The result was a stalemate, and in the 
West no major dams were authorized in the 1980s or 1990s. Cost-sharing was 
a very old idea, an idea which the Bureau of Reclamation had first suggested 
before World War I, but it never had much support in the West. Although the 
future of the Bureau of Reclamation 'was uncertain, the boom years of dam 
building were clearly over.37 

C ONCLUSION 

Historians often attribute far more power and foresight to the Bureau of 
Reclamation than it actually exercised. The bureau was as much the captive of 
events as it was their maker, and it is easy to forget how much was beyond its 
control. For example, the bureau faced a rapidly changing economy in which 
agricultural productivity increased far faster than the nation's population. The 
per-acre yield of wheat more than doubled between 1940 and 1970, and the 
per-acre yield of potatoes tripled. Put another way, in 1940 one farm worker 
fed eleven people, but twenty years later he fed twenty-six. Meanwhile, the 
number of farms declined across the United States, from 6.1 million in 1940 to 
3.7 million in 1960, and the average farm size increased from 174 to 302 acres. 
In 1935, the farm population was 25 percent of the nation's total, and by 1980, 
less than 3 percent. Rural life was not attractive to most Americans, and for 
good reason. By 1970 the proportion of rural residents living below the pov
erty line was twice that of urban dwellers, and in many parts of the nation the 
family farm had become synonymous with a rural slum. There was less and 
less justification for reclaiming arid land.3S 

Federal reclamation had been launched with very ambiguous goals, and sub
sistence agriculture and regional economic development often clashed. By the 
1930s, and increasingly during and after World War II, building up the West 
meant building up the region's cities. Indeed, Bureau of Reclamation water 
policies gave rural residents plenty of excuses to flee their alfalfa farms for the 
defense plants of Seattle, Oakland, Portland, or Los Angeles. 

This inconsistency in objectives was compounded by the fact that the public's 
attitudes toward dams changed dramatically from the 1940s to the 1970s. A 
1948 article in Fortune magazine proclaimed that "When men of future centu-
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ries come to exantine the artifacts of this age, the great dams v,rill stand as monu
ments to whatever civilization we have had the wisdom to produce, still deliv
ering their legacies of power to new generations under the sun .... [T]he great 
dams, more than armies, are a big part of the real power of the West. " 39 From 
the 1930s to the 1970s, the vision of the Bureau of Reclamation shifted from the 
rural to the urban West, from the land to be reclaimed to the dams themselves, 
and from created homesteads to technology. As dams grev,r in size, as they 
became capable of generating ever larger numbers of jobs and greater amounts 
of power revenue, their story eclipsed the older saga of the transformation of 
the land. In the 1930s and the 1940s, dams were monuments to the human 
desire to transcend nature and to escape the unpredictable and the transitory 
in human lives. By the 1970s, hmvever, they were concrete anchors to the past, 
rentinders of an age of rigid, inflexible, and simple technology, and relics of an 
age vexed by very different problems from those Americans faced in the 1970s 
and after. A few, such as Hoover Dam, still inspired awe, but their very size 
also prompted deep misgivings and dismay. Were these monuments to hu
man ingenuity or to human folly? 

It was not just the dams that came into question, so did the men who built 
them. By the late 1960s, engineers were no longer the statesmen of progress 
they had been in 1902 or 1950. The ,var in Vietnam undermined faith in "the 
experts," and engineers were the quintessential experts. Americans had al
ways exhibited a naive faith in technology and the ability of technology to 
solve human problems. But no amount of technology seemed able to win the 
Vietnam War, and no amount of technology seemed able to provide the West 
with an unlimited supply of "·later. In the 1970s, Americans were afflicted by a 
growing sense of scarcity-scarcity ranging from long lines at the gasoline 
pumps during the Arab oil embargo to tight money in Congress. Big water 
projects were one of the casualties of the new age of limits. 

The political context also changed. Congress generally lumped water projects 
together in a single bill, making it difficult for representatives and senators to 
oppose bad projects because a vote against one was a vote against all. And 
''lhen an omnibus bill landed on the president's desk, he had the same choice: 
Take all or none. The success of these bills depended on the strength of the 
"iron triangles" that drafted them, the iron triangles being alliances among 
federal bureaus, local interest groups, and congressional committees that per
mit the triumph of public works projects that enjoy little widespread support. 
This explanation suggests that ideology and differences beh'leen the h'lO ma
jor political parties played little part in the history of the Bureau of Reclama
tion. A powerful combination of real estate speculators, private construction 
companies, industrialists, and agribusiness interests pushed the water projects 
through Congress. 

The iron triangle is at best a partial explanation of ''lhy the Bureau of Recla
mation built so many water projects after World War II. Prior to the New Deal, 
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the region's populatjon was small and the midwestern farm bloc successfully 
resisted any expansion of federal reclamation. Between the 1920s and 1950s, 
however, the power of the old agricultural states in Congress declined dra
matjcally, as did the power of the Department of Agriculture to resist the ex
panding authority of the Department of the Interior, which was home to the 
Bureau of Reclamation. This, as well as the growing wealth of the United States 
after World War II, counted for more than iron triangles. 

Seniority in Congress, the flamboyant personalities of such bureau leaders 
as Michael Straus and Floyd Dominy, and a new generation of presidents who 
practiced the politics of fiscal constraint were also important. The West, like 
the South, returned many of its politicians to office term after term, giving them 
seniority on key congressional committees. As mentioned earlier, Carl Hayden 
,,",'as particularly pmverful as chair of the Senate Appropriations Committee. 
And both Straus and Dominy were larger than life. "I became Reclamation," 
Dominy once observed, "and I'm proud as hell of the fact that for 13 years I ran 
the damn place. And I ,vas running it long before that, but they wouldn't ad
mit it." Dominy was not an engineer, but he was a politician-one \-vith incred
ible personal magnetjsm and boldness. Finally, in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s 
presidents tripped the balance against new water projects despite considerable 
support for those projects within Congress. Presidents do matter, and no presi
dent since the mid-1970s has been a fan of 'water projects.40 

Who knows what the future holds for the Bureau of Reclamation? Will 
we enter an era of green pork, as the bureau attempts to carry out its new 
conservatjon agenda? Will cleaning up selenium and other dangerous by-prod
ucts of irrigation give the bureau a new mission? Or building new dams to 
replace unsafe ones? Or tearing down dams? Will the bureau be able to live-in 
harmony with western environmental groups? Who knows? But one thing is 
certain: Water v"ill remain the most important public policy issue in the West. 
The trends seem inexorable. Phoenix and Las Vegas model their futures on Los 
Angeles, and more and more the region is characterized by what Gerald Nash 
once called urban oases. The Bureau of Reclamation was created to decentral
ize America, but most of the nation's fastest growing cities are in the West. The 
bureau may no longer be the force in western politics it was in 1950 or 1960, 
but its legacy is enormous. 
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lahontan Dam, Fallon Nevada, completed 1914. (Nevada Historical Society) 



The Bureau of Reclamation and the West, 1945-2000 381 

otes 

lBureau of Reclamation "Fact Sheet," 23 August 2000, www.usbr.gov. On the same website, see 
the bureau's annual report for 1998. The most complete statistical compilation of Bureau of 
Reclamation activities is the Department of the Interior's 1992 Summary Statistics: Water, Land, and 
Related Data (Denver: U.s. Department of the Interior, n.d.). My thanks to Brit Store}~ seruor historian 
of the Bureau of Reclamation, who kindly provided me with additional data on the bureau's recent 
activities. 

2l\-1arc Reisner, Cadillac Desert: The American West and Its Disappearing I'Vater (New York:Viking, 
1986). Two other histories of water in the West merit mention, Donald Worster's Rivers of Empire: 
Water, Aridity, and the Growth of the American West (New York: Pantheon Books, 1985), and Daniel 
McCool, Command of the Waters: Iron Triangles, Federal Water Development, and Indiml Water (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1987). 

3The most dispassionate and reliable survey of federal reclamation is still Paul Wallace Gates's 
"Reclamation of the Arid Lands," in his History of Public Lmld Law Development (New York: Arno 
Press, 1979), 635-98. 

4Bernard DeVoto, "The Easy Chair," Harper's Magazine, 188 (March 1944),345; "Basis for Postwar 
Planning: One-Fifth of a Nation Government Owned," Business Week, 720 (19 June 1943), 57-58; 
Stuart Chase, "Big Government," Survey Graphic, 33 (December 1944),487. 

5AnnIlai Report of the Secretary of the Interiorfor the Fiscal Year Ended June 30, 1945 (Washington, 
D.C: Government Printing Office, 1945), xu-xiii; Annual Report of the Secretan; of the Interior, Fiscal 
Year Ended June 30, 1948 (Washington, D.C: Government Printing Office, 1948),3-4,14. 

6Gilbert C Fite, American Farmers: The New IvIinority (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1981),80; Donald E. Green, Land of the Underground Rain: irrigation on the Texas High Plains. 1910-
1970 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1973), 146; Annual Report of tile Seaetan; of the Interior for 
the Fiscal Year Ended June 30,1944 (Washington, D.C: Government Printing Office, 1944), 10; Annual 
Report of the Secretary (1945), 7. 

7Wayne Whittaker, "Power for Our Western Empire," Popular Mechanics, 82 (September 1944), 
18-25. 

8Reisner, Cadillac Desert, 169-70; Annual Report of the Secretary (1948),52; Annual Report of the 
Secretarv of the Interior, Fiscal Year Ended June 30, 1951 (VVashington, D.C: Government Printing 
Office, 1951), iv-vi. 

9Willard R. Espy, "Darns for the Floods of War," New York Times Magazine, (27 October 1946), 
12-13,56-58; Annual Report of the Secretary (1945), 36-37. 

loAJ1nual Report of the Secretary (1951), xxxix; AJlIlual Report of the Secretary of the Interior. Fiscal 
Year Ended June 30, 1952 (Washington, D.C: Government Printing Office, 1952), 15, 22-23. 

l1A11I1IIai Report of the Secretary of the Interior, Fiscal Year Ended June 30,1946 (Washington, D.C: 
Government Printing Office, 1946), 57. 

12Goodrich W. Lineweaver, "The Human Side," Reclamation Era, 32 (May 1946), 110; John R. 
Murdock, "Veterans-Here's Your Farm," ibid. ,95-96; "Return of the Homesteader," ibid., 32 Guly 
1946), 149-50. 

13The Public Works Adrllinistration had constructed Grand Coulee Dam during the 1930s, but 
in that decade there was no demand for irrigated land in the Pacific orthwest and markets for 
hydroelectric power were limited. 

14Paul C Pitzer, Grand Coulee: Harnessing a Dream (Pullman: Washington State University Press, 
1994),176-87,287-88,298-99,315,327,329,365-67. The quoted material appears on page 367. Also 
see Alfred R. Golze, Reclamation in the United States (New York: McGraw-HiLI Book Co., 1952), 176-
87. On postwar enthusiasm for the Columbia Basin Project see "Columbia Basin Reclamation," 
New Republic, 113 (13 August 1945), 145; Rafe Gibbs, "Million-Acre Boom," Collie,s, 119 (1 March 
1947),14-15,58. 

lSAl1JltIal Report of the Secretary (1946), 4-5; Golze, Reclamation ill the United States, 369-72; Pitzer, 
Grand Coulee, 308. 

16()n river-basin authorities after the war, see Donald J. Pisani, "Federal Water Policy and the 
Rural West," in The Rural West since World War II, R. Douglas Hurt, ed. (Lawrence: University 
Press of Kansas, 1998), 120-27. Also see Elmo Richardson, Dams, Parks, and Politics: Resource 
Development and Preservation in the Truman-Eisenhower Era (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 



382 Donald J. Pisani 

1973); Henry Hart, The Dark Missouri (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1957); Marian E. 
Ridgeway, The Missouri Basin's Pick-Sloan Plan (Urbana: University of illinois Press, 1955). 

17Charles Coate, "'The New School of Thought': Reclamation and the Fair Deal, 1945-1953," 
Journal of the West, 22 (April 1983}, 58-63; Clayton R. Koppes, "Public \Vater, Private Land: Origins 
of the Acreage Limitation Controversy, 1933-1953," PaCific Historical Review, 47 (November 1978), 
607-36; Joseph Kinsey Ho\vard, "Golden River: What's to Be Done about the tvlissouri?" Harper's 
Magazine, 190 (May 1945), 522. 

18Reisner, Cadillac Desert, 13, 284-88. 
19Reisner, Cadillac Desert, 300-16; Dennis Hanson, "Pumping Billions into the Desert," Audubon 

Magazine, 79 (May 1977), 133-45. 
2OSee, for example, the following articles in Living Wilderness: Laurette S. Collier, "Congress 

and Jackson Hole Monument," 10 (February 1945), 28-31; Bernard Frank, "The Wilderness: A tVlajor 
Water Resource," 11 (June 1946), 5-16; 'The Lake Solitude Case," 13 (Spring 1948), 15-25; "News 
Items of Interest," 13 (Summer 1948),24-29. Also see Bernard DeVoto, "Shall We Let Them Ruin 
Our National Parks?" Saturday Evening Post, 223 (22 July 1950), 17-19,42-48. 

21 Mark IN. T. Harvey, A Symbol of Wilderness: Echo Park and the American Conservation Movement 
(Albuquerque: UniverSity of New Mexico Press, 1994). 

22Samuel P. Hays, Beauty, Health, and Permanence: Environmental Politics in the United States, 
1955-1985 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1987); idem, "Three Decades of Environmental 
Politics: The Historical Context," in Government and Environmental Politics: Essays on Historical 
Developments since \-\'orld War II, l\1ichael J. Lacey, ed.(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1989),19-79. 

23TIm Palmer, Endangered Rivers and the Conseruation Movenumt (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1986), 138,147. 

24PaLmer, Endangered Rivers, 182-83. 
25Kenneth D. Frederick, "Irrigation and the Future of American Agriculture," in The Future of 

America l1 Agriculture as a Stra tegic Resource, Sandra S. Batie and Robert G. Healy, eds. (Washington, 
D.C.: The Conservation Foundation, 1980), 165, 187. 

26Richard L. Berkman and W. Kip Viscusi, Damming the West (Kew York: Grossman Publishers, 
1973},15. 

27Berkman and Viscusi, Damming the IVest, 79; Annual Report of the Secretary (1944),4; Annual 
Report of the Secretary of the Interior, Fiscal Year Ended june 30,1949 (Washington, D.C.: Government 
Printing Office, 1949); "Time to Modernize," Reclamation Era, 32 (December 1946), 279-80. 

28Worster, Rivers of Empire, 292-94; Reisner, Cadillac Desert, 501-02. 
29"Dams," Sierra Club Bulletin, 33 (June 1948), 4; David Brower, "To Dam or Not to Dam," Sierra 

Club Bulletin, 33 (September-October 1948), 3-4; Ginny Wood Hill, "Rampart-Foolish Dam," Living 
Wilderness, 29 (Spring 1965),3-7. 

30See note 26 above. Palmer, Endangered Rivers, 132. For a good summary of the environmental 
problems caused or exacerbated by water projects, see Worster, Rivers of Empire, 317-26. 

31Berkman and Viscusi, Dammil1g the West, 29,31. 
32Reisner, Cadillac Desert, 396-97. 
33Dorothy Gallagher, "The Collapse of the Great Teton Dam," New York Times Magazine (19 

September 1976), 16; George Laycock, "A Dam Is Not Difficult to Build Unless It [s in the Wrong 
Place," Audubon Magazine, 78 (November 1976),132-35; Business IVeek (24 January 1977), 21-22. 

34Palmer, Endangered Rivers, 116. 
35In 1982, the 160-acre restriction v\'as raised to 960 acres and the landowner was allowed to 

lease any amount of land if he or she paid interest on the per-acre charge for construction. See 
\"'orster, Rivers of Empire, 300-02. 

36Gates, History of Public Land Law Development, 698; John Opie, The Law of the Land: Two Hundred 
Years of American Farmland PO/iCl} (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1987), 119; Frederick, 
"Irrigation and the Future of American Agriculture," 160-61, 170. 

37Daniel McCool, "Water Welfare and the New Politics of Water: The Era of Water Welfare," 
Halcyon, 14 (1992), 98-99. 

38Willard W. Cochrane, The Development of American Agriculture: A Historical Analysis (I\1inn
eapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1979), 128; Fite, American Farmers, 101, 115, 234; Earl O. 
Heady et al. Roots of the Farm Problem: Changing Technology, Changing Capital Use, Changing Labor 



The Bureau of Reclamation and the West, 1945-2000 383 

Needs (Ames: Iowa State University Press, 1965),10, 20-21; Stanley Andrews, The Fanner's Dilemma 
(Washington, D.C.: Public Affairs Press, 1961), 9, 158. 

39"Power of the Vilest," Fortul1e, 37 (January 1948), 98. 
4oHanson, "Pumping Billions into the Desert," 136. 
41Gera ld Nash, The American West il! the Twentieth Century: A Short History of an Urban Oasis 

(Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1973). 



Notes and Documents 
Nevada: Prisms and Perspectives 

PETER L. BANDURRAGA 

The new permanent exhibition in the Wilbur S. Shepperson Gallery at the 
Nevada Historical Society, Nevada: Prisms and Perspectives, is now complete and 
open for visitors and students. Using unique elements from the Historical 
Society's artifact, photography, map, and print collections, the exhibition tells 
five stories about life in the Silver State and hov" Nevada society has come to 
its present state: "Living on the Land," "Riches from the Earth," "Passing 
Through," "Neon Nights," and "Federal Presence." The new show takes a very 
different approach from the previous show that ,-vas in the old gallery for nearly 
twenty-five years, an approach that incorporates nev,' research and ne,v his
torical thinking. The old show, mostly photography and text, with some arti
facts and prints, recounted a political narrative of the early events in the state's 
life. The new show uses artifacts, photographs, maps, and prints to show how 
people lived and what they did in various ways, from the earliest days of 
human habitation in Nevada to the present. 

The Historical Society was fortunate to receive a substantial capital improve
ment allocation of over $1 million from the 1997 session of the Nevada Legisla
ture. Most of the funds went toward remodeling and renovating the 1968 mu
seum and library building, which was reopened in April 1999. The Board of 
Museums and History, which manages the private funds for all the museums 
in the Division of Museums and History in the Nevada Department of Muse
ums, Library, and Arts, allocated an additional $100,000 from Historical Soci
ety reserves to bring the total exhibition budget to $250,000. Historical Society 
staff provided curatorial and interpretative expertise, which saved $50,000. 
Howard Schureman and Associates of Riverside, California, was chosen to do 
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the exhibition design, and Gyford Productions of Reno did the fabrication and 
installation. James Mickey of Worth Group Architects of Reno had done the 
overall redesign, and construction V'laS done by F. Evans Contractors of 
Sparks. This was a project of the Nevada Public Works Board, with Craig DeFriez 
serving as the project engineer. 

Living on the Land 

Although the land of the eastern Sierra Nevada and the Great Basin appears 
to be a harsh place, people have been taking their living from the land here for 
over 10,000 years. From the earliest times, Native Nevadans learned to live 
lightly on the land. To illustrate this idea, the exhibition opens with a 1,500-
year old sagebrush hat and an atlatl (a precursor to the bow and arrow) with 
darts from Lovelock Cave that is even older. About 1,000 years ago the Anazazi 
built adobe towns and farmed the rich bottom lands of the Virgin and Muddy 
river valleys. Four pots recovered from the Lost City area of southern Nevada 
illustrate the high level of culture the Anazazi attained, and four southwestern 
pots suggest the idea that the modem Hopi and Zuni are the descendants of 
the" Ancient Ones." 

More recently, four major groups have occupied what is nm;,,' Nevada. The 
Washoe are in the corner around Lake Tahoe, the center of their spiritual world. 
The Northern Paiute range stretches into what is now Oregon and Idaho, and 
to the south"vest toward the Owens Valley. To the east, the Western Shoshone 
fill the middle section, and the Southern Paiute range includes parts of Nevada 
and Utah. All four groups are represented by particularly fine baskets and other 
artifacts, including the wickiup built by Paiute Wuzzi George and anthropolo
gist Peg Wheat for the Historical Society in 1968. 

When Euroamericans began arriving in the Great Basin in the 1820s, they 
first sought wealth in the form of beaver pelts to be used in the making of 
fashionable hats. As some came to stay, they turned to farming and ranching. 
By the last part of the century, traditional Native American life was no longer 
possible in Nevada, and many of the state's indigenous inhabitants turned to 
the new ranches and towns for jobs. Some women adapted ancient arts to new 
markets. Most notable of these was the Washoe basketmaker Dat-so-la-Iee. The 
Historical Society is fortunate to have ten examples of her art from the Abraham 
and Amy Cohn Collection. 

Today ranching and farming continue to prosper in Nevada. Although most 
of the Silver State's towns were founded to support mining or transportation, 
some have always been agricultural centers as well. Today, in addition to dairy 
and meat and wool, Nevada's ranchers and farmers produce alfalfa, garlic, 
potatoes, and onions. 
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Riches from the Earth 

The Great Basin has been the source of fabulous mineral ,'"ealth for thou
sands of years. From the earliest times Native Nevadans mined salt and tur
quoise. More recently, prospectors and soldiers heading back east from the 
Mexican-American War and the first wave of the California Gold Rush found 
traces of the yellow metal in streams on the eastern slope of the Sierra Nevada. 
Real excitement began in 1859, when placer miners panning the streams of 
Gold Canyon in the Virginia Mountains discovered that the blue clay that had 
been seen as a nuisance was really remarkably rich silver are. 

The "Rush to Washoe" brought thousands of ' 4gers flocking in the renewed 
hope of finding their fortunes. Mining in Nevada ,·vas different than in Califor
nia, however, and it soon became apparent that large amounts of capital and 
new technology were going to be needed to extract the silver from the Comstock 
Lode. A wonderful set of lithographs taken from a Gould & Curry illustrated 
prospectus of the territorial period shows the mining and milling process on 
the Comstock Lode from start to finish. At the same time, new cities-Virginia 
City, Gold Hill, Silver City-were built to house, feed, and entertain the thou
sands of miners and their families who came to work in the mines. Owners and 
speculators got rich, everyone else worked for wages, good wages of $4 per 
day, but wages nonetheless. 

Mining brought modern American civilization to Nevada. Comstock Lode 
silver and gold built the stock exchange in San Francisco, helped pay for the 
Civil War and fostered statehood for Nevada. A poignant reminder of the Civil 
War era occupies a place of honor in the gallery; it is the fifty pound sack of 
flour Ruel Gridley took from the lonely camp of Austin to tovvns all over Ne
vada and California, raising hundreds of thousands of dollars for the Sanitary 
Commission, the nineteenth-century precursor of the Red Cross. All over the 
state-from Treasure Hill to Eureka to Austin to Belmont to Candelaria to Co
lumbia to El Dorado Canyon-mining camps boomed, gre,'v into instant cities, 
and then went bust, sometimes in the space of a few months. Men and women 
from all the continents of the earth came to make their fortunes; the fortunate 
made a living. With easy access to wealth, railroads, the telegraph, they could 
be part of the nation and acquire all of the new products that were coming out 
of industrial America. In the gallery a general store displays luxury goods and 
household items alike, all purchased and used in Nevada's towns. The boom 
did not last, hm-vever, and for over n.-venty years, there ,vas nothing, the people 
left, the state almost blew away. 

In 1902 Tonopah in central Nevada suddenly boomed, followed in a few 
years by even more fabulous Goldfield. About the same time, large-scale cop
per mining started in White Pine County. Since then, mining has continued to 
be an important element in Nevada's economy. Today the Silver State is the 
largest gold-producer in the nation, and many industrial minerals are pulled 
from the earth. 
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Passing Through 

People have been getting across what is now Nevada, on their way to some
where else, for decades. Interstate 80, in fact, \vhich is just about a mile south of 
the Historical Society, is the latest version of U.S. 40, which was the Victory 
Highway, ,,,rhich was built along the route of the Central Pacific end of the 
transcontinental railroad, which was laid along the path of the old wagon road 
the Donner Party took to get to California, which was also the route into the 
Sierra Nevada which took John C. Fremont and his party to Lake Tahoe, which 
was the path the Washoes used to move into the mountains from the north for 
the summer season. East of Reno and the Forty-Mile Desert, this modem su
perhighway foilo\-vs the old Humboldt River route that brought so many pio
neers to the Far West. The Historical Society is blessed with a marvelous collec
tion of maps and prints to document the exploration of the Great Basin and the 
development of various ways of passing through. A few maps and prints at a 
time are in the case of drawers in the gallery, to be viewed by the public, and on 
the north wall is an 1823 map of the United States which depicts the Great 
Basin as a great blank except for the mythical San Buenaventura River, that 
was supposed to connect the Great Salt Lake with San Francisco Bay. 

Nevada has always been on the way to somewhere else. For most of history, 
people walked on their own two feet to pass through. In the second quarter of 
the nineteenth century, however, Euroamericans from east of the Mississippi 
River and south of the Colorado River came in on horseback, using horses, 
mules and oxen to haul wagons. With the introduction of wheeled vehicles, it 
became necessary to layout and maintain roads, not just trails. Freight and 
stage coach lines grew up in the 1860s to service the many mining camps that 
were spread across the Great Basin. Perhaps the most famous freighting opera
tions in all of the West were the twenty-mule teams that hauled borax from 
Death Valley. At the entrance to "Passing Through" is a model of a twenty
mule team that came from the San Francisco office of Borax Smith, the devel
oper of the industry. 

In 1867 the Central Pacific Railroad laid the first track, dovvn from the Sierra 
Nevada into the Truckee Meadows, on the way to linking the transcontinental 
railway \vith the Union Pacific at Promontory Point in Utah in 1869. It was not 
long before a number of short-line railroads, including the Virginia & Truckee 
and the Carson & Colorado, were built to link various towns in Nevada with 
the main line. 

By the 1880s, bicycling was on its way to becoming a national craze, and the 
first true highways were laid out to provide safe cycling. The penny-farthing 
bicycle that has delighted visitors to the Historical Society for decades returns 
to permanent display, along with trophies and memorabilia from the Reno 
Wheelmen, the cycling club that became the preeminent social organization in 
the state in the early part of the twentieth century. On the other hand, the new 
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mining camps of Tonopah and Goldfield, shortly after the turn of the tv·,rentieth 
century, benefitted from a growing number of automobiles, ,·vhich in turn 
opened up the tourism market for Nevada after World War II. In the 1920s the 
federal government pioneered air mail routes across Nevada, and commercial 
aviation eventually grew to be a giant. 

Neon Nights 

Nevada is known around the world as a land of enchantment, offering fun, 
food, and instant fortune. It's the place to go to do things you shouldn't do at 
home. And that doesn't mean just gambling. The Corbett-Fitzsimmons cham
pionship boxing match in 1897 was the first time Nevada attracted national 
attention for allowing an event that was illegal everyv.lhere else. About the 
same time, the state's liberal residency laws (six weeks eventually) began at
tracting the attention of unhappy husbands and wives, ""ho began to make the 
trek to Nevada for "Renovation," easy divorce and, sometimes, a quick mar
riage. Hotels, dude ranches, boarding houses, casinos, bars and restaurants 
met the challenge of increased traffic through the 1920s. Casino gambling was 
sanctioned by the legislature in 1931 as a business move, designed to protect 
and bolster the tourist trade in the face of the Depression. 

The early casinos in both Reno and Las Vegas were dark and smoky dives 
where no good ".,roman would be seen. As soldiers and sailors came through 
Nevada on the way to the Pacific Coast during World War II, a new prosperity 
hit the clubs and they began to expand and improve. With the wildcat growth 
of California after the war, the markets north and south all took off and the 
clubs went right along. Spurred by the money to be made, the nevv clubs devel
oped new looks, and neon became an art form in Nevada. The sign from the 
old "Phone Booth" on First Street in Reno now graces the gallery. In Reno growth 
meant bigger and better, with expansion soon corning on the south shore of 
nearby Lake Tahoe. In Las Vegas the new clubs were built out of the down
tm,vn, on the Los Angeles highway, which became the "Strip." The old sawdust 
joints gave way to luxury resorts built by California's hottest architects and 
displaying the most fantastic themes. 

Federal Presence 

Although Nevada is the seventh largest state in the Union, the federal gov
ernment owns 87 percent of the land. That simple fact has made the federal 
presence central to the development of the Silver State in the hventieth cen
tury. A large USGS map at the beginning of this section of the gallery points out 
exactly which federal agencies own what parts of Nevada. 
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It is a little known fact that federal reclamation programs had their start in 
Nevada with the Newlands Project in 1902, which took water from the Carson 
and Truckee rivers to make the desert around Fallon bloom. The fact that the 
Paiute fishery at Pyramid Lake was hurt in the process has led to the longest
running federal law suit in history, still unresolved. The construction of Hoover 
Dam (1931-1935) on the Colorado River brought abundant water and electrical 
power to Clark County in the south and sparked the transformation of Las 
Vegas from a division point on the railroad into a vast playground for adults 
and one of the fastest growing cities in the country. 

With World War II came thousands of men and women in the military ser
vices, passing through Nevada and staying to work in defense industries. Huge 
military bases sprouted up throughout the state. After the war, the testing of 
nuclear bombs spurred further growth. Even today, after the testing has ended, 
Nevada is facing federal pressure to become the storehouse for the nation's 
nuclear waste. Not only is the federal government Nevada's primary landlord, 
federal policies and actions have had a great impact on the Silver State's growth 
and development. 

Conclusion 

It is impossible, in just a few pages, to do justice to the new gallery, espe
cially the hundreds of photographs from the Historical Society's collections 
that fill the walls. The only way to savor the experience fully is to visit the ne,v 
exhibition and walk through the galleries. All are invited. We hope you come 
as often as you can and spend time with our state's heritage. 
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Book Reviews 

Mountain City, by Gregory Martin (New York: North Point Press 
[Farrar, Straus, and Giroux] 2000) 

When someone in another part of the country thinks of Nevada, the image 
that most likely comes to mind is the Las Vegas Strip, drenched in neon, 
fannypacking tourists crowding the sidewalks, gawking at the mock Lady Lib
erty or the half-size Eiffel Tower. 

But Las Vegas and Nevada are very different things. Nevada isn't about big 
cities, for one thing. And it is not really about casinos, either. Nevada is about 
surviving in a harsh environment. It is about small towns that barely have a 
reason to exist, except to provide provisions for the ranchers and miners who 
scratch out a life in the unforgiving Great Basin. 

And while tens of millions of people visit Las Vegas each year, they spend 
little, if any, time outside the city. After all, what does Nevada have to offer 
when every modern distraction is readily available in Las Vegas? 

Gregory Martin sees things differently. He has devoted a good portion of his 
life to Nevada, although he has never been a permanent resident. He is con
stantly drawn to a tiny, dying to'INn in northeast Nevada called Mountain City. 

Martin has family there, which is the main attraction, but his Mountain City 
makes it clear that he is also fascinated by the pace, people, and history of this 
quintessential Nevada tov·m. 

Mountain City is about as remote as remote gets. It is eighty-four miles north 
of Elko, not far from the Idaho border. It is the last vestige of boom-and-bust 
copper mining in the area dating to 1869. At one time, thousands of people 
lived in Mountain City, but those days are long gone. 

The lives of its thirty-three remaining residents bear little resemblance to 
the typical on-the-edge, on-the-go urban dweller. It is an enviable simpler life, 
one in which an evening walk or a well-told story can be a day's highlight. 

Martin's story revolves around Tremewan's Store, one of just seven com
mercial establishments in Mountain City. The store has been owned and oper
ated for decades by Martin's grandparents and his aunt and uncle. It's the com
munity gathering place for Mountain City residents, as well as people living in 
outlying areas, including the nearby Duck Valley Indian Reservation. 

Tremewan's has to be one of the last places in America that allO'lNs people to 
keep a tab. Regular customers pay their bills once a month. 

The star of Martin's book is his Uncle Mel, ,,,,ho came from the Basque Coun
try at age fourteen to herd sheep in northern Nevada. He is an extrovert who is 
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a funny and captivating storyteller, even though he tells the same stories and 
jokes again and again. Martin writes: 

[y uncle Mel has a Basco joke for nearly every occasion, and he tells them so often 
that they become highly refined. The store's five cramped, overcrowded aisles are deco
rated with evidence of his sense of humor. Mounted on a wall above a rack of bright 
orange clothes is a camouflage cap with a set of antlers grm\ring out its top: BASCO 
HUNTING HAT. Hanging from a hook next to a few gardening tools is a plastic bag full 
of Cheerios: BASCO DONUT SEEDS. On another hook above the bread and pastries, 
the looped plastic off a six-pack of beer is stapled to the end of a wooden ruler: BASCO 
FLYSvVATTER. (p. 5) 

Mel's been working in the store six days a week, ten hours a day for forty 
years. He's tired, ready to do something different, but is trapped by a routine 
that he has made as pleasant as possible by finding humor in the mundane and 
joy in human interaction. As a result, his talk of retirement isn' t convincing. 

And while it has many light moments, Mountain City is much more tragedy 
than comedy. It is really an elegy for the town, ,"vhose residents are dying and 
aren't being replaced. 

There are no young couples, no young families, in Mountain City who could take 
over the store, because there are no young couples and no young families in Mountain 
City. There is no one in their 30s. Mitch, at 40, is his decade's only representative. Gra
ham and I are the only ones in our 20s, and we come and go. There is no one to waH for 
either, no heirs, no successors. There are no children in Mowltain City. No teenagers, no 
toddlers. (p. 130) 

Martin's spare, unsentimental prose is a refreshing respite from the glut of 
irony and cleverness in today's media-drenched world. His detailed portraits 
of the town's characters are sarcasm-free . His style owes much to Hemingway 
and Carver, though a more relevant reference point \yould be Bob Laxalt, one 
of Nevada's great writers, who has similarly chronicled the lives of the state's 
salt-of-the-earth denizens. 

Perhaps the book's only drawback is Martin's reluctance to reveal more of 
himself. We learn nothing about his life outside Mountain City (the book jacket 
reveals that he lives in Seattle). We learn almost nothing about his parents (his 
mother is a college professor somewhere). Although Martin has purposely 
avoided elaborating on these points, choosing to focus on Mountain City's in
habitants, we finish the book feeling that some things are missing. It is a rare 
instance of a book that might have benefited from a bit more heft. 

That said, Mountain City is a small gem of a book, elegantly documenting a 
dying way of life. Martin clearly is saddened by Mountain City's slavv demise, 
and so should we all. 

Geoff Schumacher 
Las Vegas, Nevada 
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In Nevada: The Land, the People, God, and Chance, by David Thomson 
(New York: Alfred Knopf, 1999) 

This is a wonderful book and perhaps the best interpretive history of Ne
vada we have to date, certainly the best since Richard Lillard's Desert Challenge 
,vhich appeared in 1942. David Thomson is a new name to Nevada historiog
raphy, although he is a well known author on film, writing biographies of David 
A. Selznick and Orson Welles among other works. So what does this parvenu 
have to say about the Nevada experience? Plenty, in this rich, evocative vol
ume. There are several dominating themes: 

First, the author loves Nevada, especially the vast, empty spaces of the state. 
"I am going north again-the way I began this book," he says in his closing. "But 
farther this time, past Gerlach, all the way to the straight line of Nevada's north
ern border. It is the part of the state I love the most, the part I see when anyone 
says 'Nevada.'" (p.299) So what does Thomson love about it? Well, to begin 
with, its emptiness and its aloneness; its avvesome, stark beauty, its sense of 
space, its peculiar light, and its feeling of timelessness. He loves this aspect of 
Nevada for its romance, but, more than that, as something he finds spiritually 
satisfying. It is the world without the imprint of man; its unproductiveness 
and its desolation repel visitation, and yet is alluring to the author. 

A different part of the Nevada experience is something ~which the author 
clearly abhors, and that is the development of reckless, out-of-control technol
ogy which gave the nation the atomic bomb, and which, during the 1950s and 
1960s, led to incessant testing in the Nevada desert. On this point Thomson is 
passionate. According to him, the ensuing radioactive fallout left a permanent 
blight on people living on the leeward side of the blasts. His very full discus
sion on atomic bomb testing goes back, somewhat gratuitously, to the creation 
of the Manhattan project in 1942 and the decision by President Harry Truman 
to drop the bomb on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945. When various atomic 
test sites were investigated, "Nevada was chosen. And it is still America's 
favorite dead ground." (p.227) 

If, indeed, Nevada is the testing ground for new things and ideas, and if the 
testing for ,veapons is indisputably destructive, at least to Thomson, might 
there be some compensation in the state as a testing ground for "new social 
ideas," such as gambling v .. rhich led to the development of the Las Vegas area 
and has so dominated recent Nevada history? In this area one might expect 
that a film critic give a rapturous commentary, but Thomson is clearly ambiva
lent tmvard Nevada's "peculiar institution." "Can there be community and 
purpose if you encourage things deep in human nature yet supposedly alien to 
order and togetherness? Do vve need to find out?"(p.62) Maybe so, and the 
effort is perhaps worth the experiment, but ultimately Las Vegas seems to 
the author, beyond all its glitz and razzamatazz, rather depressing and 
boring. "No, there are times when a roomful of slot machines resembles some 
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photograph of early industrialization-vvith slaves at the machines, obsessed, 
deluded, and, above all, lonely." (p.284) His portrayal of Las Vegas is multifac
eted; as a place it is both fascinating and dull. 

Interh,yined with all this, and threading its ,,,ray through the book, is a rather 
systematic history of the state. He covers the chief items: the Comstock. George 
Wingfield and his era, the construction of Hoover Dam, which served as a cata
lyst for sending Las Vegas on its way, "Hoover Dam is glorious because it lets 
you knovv that sometimes mankind can play the great game of creation and 
look good doing it" (p. 187), and the rise of gambling and Las Vegas. There is 
much valuable information on the transformation of the gaming industry, yet 
Thomson uses methods that few conventional historians would dare use. For 
example, he offers a lengthy and provocative character delineation of George 
Wingfield based on a single photograph of the young Wingfield (pp. 123-25). 
The characterization is provocative one can only admire the audacity of an 
author willing to extract so much from so little, and able to pull it off. The book 
does have mistakes in it, and better editorial work on the part of the publisher 
should have caught this, but on the big picture, Thomson is just fine. The his
torical sections are also, it must be said, well researched at least from the 
secondary literature. 

At the end, he brings his themes of the desolate, timeless landscape and the 
intrusion of manmade technology together: 

And then from out there, over the crumpled plain of Oregon, looking north, there 
comes the gong and thud of a sonic boom as some aircraft breaks the sound barrier. The 
plane is too fast to see. But the sound is slow, grand and sad, like a tree falling, or a cello 
string bursting-sound unheard by anyone else, maybe. But I am here to hear it and I 
cannot tell whether-as an omen-it means beginning or end . (p.305) 

Each chapter is a discrete essay. Thomson crosscuts between themes, so any 
given chapter will have hvo or three rather different themes woven together; it 
all works quite successfully. Thomson is also a splendid stylist. His views are 
at times quirky (Is Art Bell really the best known living Nevadan, follo'wed by 
Andre Agassi?) In Nevada is brilliant, evocative, and a bit elusive at times. It's a 
superb work! 

Jerome E. Edwards 
University of Nevada, Reno 
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Mapping the Empty: Eight Artists and Nevada, by William L. Fox (Reno: 
University of Nevada Press, 1999) 

If anyone is still laboring under the notion that art arrived in Nevada only 
with the opening of the celebrated Bellagio Gallery of Fine Arts in the fall of 
1998, William Fox's Mapping the Emph): Eight Artists and Nevada should go a 
long way toward dispelling that misconception. Although modest in scale (its 
dimensions a scant 8.25 by 6.25 inches, and 168 pages), Fox's book is very large 
in its ambitions: an introduction to the work of eight contemporary artists whose 
art engages in one form or another with the physical environment of Nevada, 
it is as well a sustained meditation on the \,,'ays in which that art elucidates our 
relationship to the land and to its history. Written with the layperson rather 
than the art historian or Western historian in mind, Fox's book might be lik
ened to an ambitious primer intended to acquaint its students with such major 
concepts as "landscape," "public art," and "abstraction," even as it sketches 
the biographies of eight very diverse artists, touches on the role institutions 
from the academy to the marketplace have played in their careers, and explains 
media, such as assemblage, which might otherwise be unfamiliar to the reader. 

Somewhat paradoxically, it is the author's breadth of approach to his subject 
that makes for both the strengths and the weaknesses of his text. Certainly, it is 
one of the book's strengths that it reveals the scope and diversity of art-making 
in Nevada at the end of the twentieth century, including as it does essays deal
ing with artists who work in a variety of media, ranging from the performances 
and paintings of Mary Ann Bonjorni to the assemblages of Walter McNamara 
to the website of Bill Barker. In the process, Fox lays to rest the claim that Ne
vada is a cultural wasteland, and he does so, moreover, in the form of an el
egantly written text that only reaffirms that the refinements of civilization 
have indeed taken root in the West. On the other hand, the range of ideas with 
which Fox addresses the works in question is so vast and all inclusive, espe
cially \vithin the context of a text addressed to the layperson, that his points are 
often insufficiently elaborated or explained; at times, this scattershot approach 
produces an argument about a work of art that is at best unconvincing, and at 
worst, completely mystifying, as when, referring to Mary Ann Bonjorni's in
stallation, Chair House, he \'Vrites: "The content was [sic] the content, not just a 
commentary on the content" (p. 160). 

When it comes to meeting its major goals, however, Mapping the Empty more 
than succeeds. Chief among those goals is Fox's desire to make his readers 
acutely aware of the role that cultural productions such as language and 
art play in determining the relationship of human beings to that physical envi
ronment we designate as "Nevada." Drawing upon the work of cultural geog
raphers such as J. B. Jackson and historians such as Simon Schama (whose re
cent book Landscape and Memory (1995) clearly had an impact on the author 's 
thinking), Fox uses the term "landscape" as a kind of shorthand to indicate the 
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degree to which individuals actively construct, rather than passively receive, 
their perceptions of their surrounding environments. With its connotations of 
creation and convention, of making and memory, "landscape" telegraphs the 
idea that one's apprehension of the physical environment is never direct and 
unencumbered, but always mediated, unavoidably inflected by language, both 
written and visual, and by the myths, prejudices, and ideologies 'which lan
guage articulates. As Fox points out, the Nevada landscape encompasses much 
more for us than simply that physical entity we know as the Great Basin for it 
has come to be understood as the West incarnate, its spaces providing the locus 
for a mythology of individual freedom and untrammeled opportunity. Fox's 
ultimate goal, however, is not only to make the reader confront the constructs 
of the Western landscape he or she may carry around unthinkingly, but to 
re-examine them in the hopes that self-conscious reflection upon how we imag
ine our landscapes will become the impetus for more responsible action 
toward the land itself. 

As the above might suggest, for Fox the defining feature of life in Nevada is 
its landscape, and thus his interest in contemporary art in the state focuses on 
how art participates in the transformation of the land of the Great Basin into 
the Nevada "landscape." Given that responses of humans to their physical set
tings are always in flux, in constant negotiation with a physical environment 
".lhich itself is ah'\rays changing, the most insightful and engaging essays in his 
book are those in which art's pmver to transform land into landscape takes 
change into account by giving the artwork discussed an historical dimension. 
In considering the installations and mixed media works of the Reno printmaker, 
Jim McCormick, for instance, Fox locates the artist's production within a brief 
history of visual representations of the West which takes as its starting point 
the maps and other visual imagery engendered by the great government-spon
sored surveys of the nineteenth century. Viewed in the light of this lineage, 
McCormick's installations and mixed media works from the late 1980s and 
1990s reveal themselves as self-conscious and self-reflexive responses to this 
tradition of visual imagery and to the expansionist aims which brought so much 
of it into being in the first place; composed of grids and survey transits, of 
fragments of topography and intimations of specific places, the works encour
age the viewer to reflect upon the very process of how he perceives the land 
and the degree to which that process is mediated by both structures of repre
sentation and the demands of memory. As insightful as Fox's remarks about 
McCormick's works appear to be, their credibility is tested by the very small 
dimensions of the book and the tiny reproductions they mandate; minuscule 
images of works such as Moving Heaven and Earth in Fallon from the Fallon 
Intersection series of 1995 frustrate the viewer's desire to see personally the 
visual and conceptual complexity of McCormick's collaging of photos, draw
ings, and commercial paint swatches, as well as to test the validity of Fox's 
argument that in this series McCormick has brought to the surface the degree 
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to which perception of land in the West is invariably inflected by issues of poli
tics and property. And, whether intended or not, the irony of the diminuitive 
scale of the book and the huge size of the state seems to say something about 
the value that art, is, in fact, accorded within the cultural landscape of Nevada. 

If, in his essay on McCormick, Fox emphasizes the self-reflexive dimension 
which the artist brings to the history of representing the Nevada landscape, the 
same might be said of his discussion of the paintings of Robert Beckmann, 
although in this case the history is much more recent and the vision of the 
Nevada landscape at play that much more disturbing. The Body of a House, a 
series of paintings produced by Beckmann in the early 1990s, owes its genesis 
to a 1950s Department of Defense film which documented the destruction of a 
"typical" suburban house in an atomic blast at the Nevada Test Site; choosing a 
sequence of frames from the film, Beckmann enlarged and projected them, and 
then set about totally transforming the viewer's relationship to the imagery 
through his meticulous process of re-presenting them. It is in writing about The 
Body of a House that Fox produces one of the most compelling arguments in his 
book, an argument that uses the series of paintings as a means of meditating 
upon the larger question of just what value the medium of painting has to offer 
viewers at the end of the twentieth century. Following Susan Sontag's conten
tion that photography anaesthetizes viewers against horror and destruction, 
Fox argues that Beckmann, precisely because he works out of, and against, a 
technology of reproduction, produces paintings that literally restore viewers 
to their senses. In his analysis of Beckmann's transformation of film still into 
painting, a physical re-creation which involves not only the introduction of 
color, but the lived, temporal experience of the handcrafting of an object, Fox 
highlights the degree to which painting, anachronistic as it may seem at the 
beginning of the twenty-first century, restores an emotional, experiential com
ponent to the consumption of visual imagery. Living as we do in what has been 
deemed a "visual culture," one in v·lhich we are constantly surrounded by im
agery designed to lull us into docile acceptance of the corporate or political 
promises of the day, paintings such as Beckmann's rouse us out of our compla
cency-to use Fox's metaphor, they "rescue" us by forcing us to respond ac
tively to their imagery of human potential for self-destruction rather than sim
ply to accept it passively. 

Fox's essays on both McCormick and Beckmann underscore not only art's 
ability to transform land into landscape, but its capacity to make the viewer 
ponder how that transformation takes place as '''lell, whether it be through the 
agency of structures of representation such as cartography, or through repro
ductive technologies that seemingly offer the world up to us effortlessly and 
without substance. As a result, one of the underlying themes of Fox's book is 
surely the value art has to offer our culture as we enter the twenty-first century, 
a subtext which becomes even more explicit when Fox examines a work by the 
sculptor Michael Heizer from the vantage point of its success as "public art." 



Book Reviews 397 

Heizer is, without a doubt, the best knovvn of the eight artists Fox discusses in 
his book, but rather than concentrating upon examples of earth art such as 
Double Negative, which brought Heizer to prominence in the late 1960s, and 
which literally use the Nevada desert as their medium, Fox chose instead to 
concentrate upon an example of Heizer's art which fits more readily into tradi
tional categories of art-making-that is, the scupture kno\vn as Pelforated Ob
ject, which stands in front of the federal courthouse building in Reno. 

As was the case with McCormick and Beckmann, history is an issue in con
sidering Heizer's work of art, for the form of the artist's monumental (approxi
mately 10 by 27 by 3 feet) weathered steel sculpture was inspired by a tiny 
Mesoamerican horn artifact, discovered by his father, a 'well-known archaeolo
gist, in the Nevada desert in the 1930s. The concept of change that history is 
based upon is writ large in Perforated Object: a small object produced from or
ganic materials for reasons still unknown today, but more likely than not con
nected with totemism, has been transformed into a monumental, industrially 
produced work of art, a category of object which in the late twentieth century 
is loaded with its o\",n ritualistic connotations. According to Fox's argument, 
the pov·ler of Heizer's work lies in its ability to confront viewers with questions 
of time-not only the long ago past of the hom artifact when there was no 
concept of Nevada, let alone a mythology of the West, but the place of its steel 
counterpart in both the present and the future-and, in the process, provoke 
them to re-examine their notions of history and the degree to which they are 
dependent upon context and human agency. And again, according to Fox, it is 
precisely this provocative quality of the sculpture, its ability to generate open
ended questions regarding time and place, that makes the presence of Perfo
rated Object in Nevada a "cause for fierce celebration." 

For all Fox's skillful exegesis of the ways in which the work's meanings 
emerge from the dialogue between Mesoamerican artifact and contemporary 
sculpture, and for all his eloquent unravelings of the complexity of Heizer's 
work, at the end of the essay the question still lingers in the reader's mind as to 
the effectiveness of Pelforated Object as "public art," especially since this is a 
question intially raised by the author himself. If, as Fox points out, the success 
of public art depends ultimately upon the response of the public rather than 
that of the critic, he fails to address the problems built into the very concept of 
an art for the "public" at the end of the tvventieth century. To speak of an entity 
knovvn as the public is difficult enough given the diversity and competing in
terests typical of our social and politicalliie today; throw art into the mix and 
the potential for problematization only multiplies, considering the variety of 
needs, desires and 'wishes, not to mention the differing levels of knowledge 
and interest, that individuals bring to their experience of art. Given these diffi
culties, it is not enough to suggest, as Fox seems to do, that simply the presence 
of a sculpture by an artist of the calibre of Michael Heizer is reason enough for 
its celebration, for the presence of the ,,,'ark makes a difference only if people 
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are able to respond to, to engage with, to care about, the works of art that make 
up their landscape. And it is with regard to his analysis of Perforated Object that 
Fox's disdain, expressed elsewhere in the book, for the elitism of the contem
porary art ,,·lodd begins to ring a little hollo,,\'; in many ways, what could be 
more elitist than a work of art which at first glance appears to be simply an
other variety of large, steel abstraction and which is offered to a public that 
may have little taste for or knowledge of abstraction in the first place, let alone 
the various histories that inspired this particular object and that make it so 
very meaningful within its Nevada context. 

If the essays on McCormick, Beckmann, and Heizer are the most successful 
in the book, that success is not only the product of Fox's marked abilities as a 
">'Titer and critic but is probably due to the nature of the arh."orks he is vvriting 
about as well-that is, McCormick, Heizer, and Beckmann make the kind of 
visually and conceptually complex works that demand responsiveness on the 
part of the viewer, that encourage his or her reaching after insight and under
standing. While the other essays in the book raise a ,."hole slew of interesting 
issues-i.e., the nature and value of abstraction at the end of the hventieth cen
tury in the discussion of the paintings and sculpture of Rita Deanin Abbey, the 
power of the marketplace to define art and determine its value in the discus
sion of the ceramics of Dennis Parks, the discussion of the critique of capital
ism from within practiced by Bill Barker in his website-the arhvorks which 
Fox has chosen as their subjects, and, '''lhich, after all, are the ostensible topic of 
the book, are themselves unable to sustain a comparable degree of interest. 

Ultimately, however, Fox has produced an admirable introduction to the 
manifold forms that contemporary art takes in Nevada as well as a cogent analy
sis of ho".,r that art works vvith and upon our construct of the Nevada land
scape. And, in thinking back to how Fox introduces his subject-his concern 
'''lith the transformation of land into landscape through the agency of art-one 
is struck by the degree to which his essays reveal that that transformation is so 
often haunted by the spectre, if not the outright presence, of the United States 
government: one feels its presence in the dialogue at work between McCormick's 
assemblages and installations and the representational structures and strate
gies of government-sponsored surveys as well as in Beckmann's visual and 
visceral reclamation of the Nevada Test Site, and especially in the role of the 
General Services Administration acting as patron for Perforated Object at the 
federal courthouse. For all that the myth of the West is based upon the freedom 
of the individual, in the end, it appears that much of the best art produced in 
Nevada is art in which the government is involved, one way or another. In a 
little book, filled with ironies, that is, perhaps, the greatest. 

Linda Graham 
Community College of Southern Nevada 
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American Dreamer: A Life afHenry A. Wallace, by John C. Culver and 
John Hyde (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, 2000) 

399 

John Culver, a five-term representative and then United States senator from 
Iowa, and John Hyde, former editor and reporter for the Des Moines Register, 
have teamed up to produce ,,,hat they call the first single comprehensive biog
raphy of Henry A. Wallace. In the introductory material, Culver remarks that 
Wallace was remarkably little known to most people. Yet the authors' acknowl
edgments list of names of people they interviewed covers a page and their 
bibliography of books and articles runs to thirteen pages. These sources yielded 
such a plenitude of information that Culver and Hyde did not find it necessary 
to make extensive use of the massive collection of Wallace papers available at 
the University of Iowa and on microfilm. Nor did they seriously examine the 
equally massive files of the Department of Agriculture for the period of Wallace's 
tenure as secretary, now in the National Archives, as v-lell as relevant files in 
other repositories, such as the Franklin D. Roosevelt Library at Hyde Park. 
Nevertheless, Culver and Hyde have produced a well-"written, fascinating, study 
of the nation's greatest secretary of agriculture, one \·..,ho was that and much 
more: the creator of one of the earliest statistical laboratories in the United States, 
a distinguished geneticist who founded a seed company that made him a mil
lionaire many times over, a distinguished farm editor and author of several 
books and articles designed to influence public opinion primarily during the 
New Deal years, vice-president of the United States from 1941 to 1945, an occa
sional mystic, secretary of commerce, and a third-party candidate for the presi
dency of the United States in 1948, running in opposition to American foreign 
policy which he believed played a significant role in launching and later esca
lating the Cold War. 

To do all of this and more in one volume no doubt explains why Culver and 
Hyde could not be comprehensive in their review of Wallace's wide-ranging 
career of seventy-seven years. Truth to tell, Henry A. Wallace "was a genius 
whose heart and soul were rooted, like those of his father and grandfather, in 
the rich, loamy black soil of his native Iowa. His broad-gauged inquisitive mind 
led him to experiment and probe deeply asking questions about agriculture in 
all its manifold dimensions, and for several years reflecting on mystical ideas 
that seemed strange to most people partaking of more traditional religious ex
periences. Yet at the same time he successfully managed the largest depart
ment of the federal government with thousands of employees, held important 
government posts during the World War II years while serving as vice-presi
dent, ran for president, etcetera. To many people Wallace appeared shy and 
aloof. At the same time he was clear and concise in both his speaking and vvrit
ing and \-vas a master of any topic that commanded his interest. 

While he was one of the most important New Dealers, his rural roots 
grounded in moral values did not make him an attractive figure to most politi-
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cal bosses and many urban Americans. Seeking the presidency in 1948 on the 
Progressive Party ticket, he was given to biblical references while insisting he 
would not speak before segregated audiences. The fact that he favored a recon
ciliation of differences with the Soviet Union led President Harry Truman to 
call for his resignation from his post as secretary of commerce, and gained him 
the support of the Communist Party and of individuals and organizations in 
accord with his views. To most Americans, including longtime friends, former 
associates, and even family members, he was naIve and uncompromising in 
his refusal to consider suggestions in running his campaign, which he con
ducted with the zeal of a prophet engaged in a righteous crusade. Particularly 
interesting and moving is the account of how Wallace stoically faced his im
pending death from a rare muscular degenerative disease, often called Lou 
Gehrig's disease. 

As suggested above, this revie"ver does not consider Culver and Hyde's ad
mirable study a truly comprehensive one. But it is assuredly the best biogra
phy of Henry A. Wallace currently available. And it will undoubtedly become 
the standard study as few scholars will have the interest, energy, time (Culver 
and Hyde spent a decade on the project), and support to prepare a biography 
that truly could be called comprehensive. 

Richard Lowitt 
University of Oklahoma 

America's Jeffersonian Experiment: Remaking State Constitutions 1820-1850, 
by Laura J. Scalia (DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 1999) 

Scalia, an independent scholar of political science, seeks in this work to ex
amine Americans' commitment to popular sovereignty through an analysis of 
stale constitutions and state constitutional conventions betvveen 1820 and 1850. 
As she lightly notes, most research has focused on the national Constitution, "a 
document whose primary concern was never to empower ordinary citizens." 
Consequently, she argues that although historians, theorists, and political 
scientists can track the development of early- and mid-nineteenth-century re
forms leading to greater popular sovereignty as exemplified by expansions of 
suffrage and elections, they lack any rationale for understanding and explain
ing that development. Only by studying reform movements and subsequent 
constitution making at the state level is it possible to make sense of the power 
of popular sovereignty in the American mind. 

The premise of this book and its title rests upon the disagreement between 
James Madison and Thomas Jefferson over the reverence to be accorded foun
dational documents such as constitutions. Madison was adamantly opposed 



Book Reviews 401 

to frequent revision of constitutions for fear that such tampering would not 
only engender disrespect for the document and instability for the regime, but, 
perhaps more important, 'would affect the security of property rights, Jefferson, 
conversely, ,vas an advocate of regular scrutiny of constitutions so that they 
might be made to reflect advances in politics and so that they would be the pro
duct of each generation's own mind. Thus, notes Scalia, "Jefferson tipped the 
scales toward self-government whereas Madison tipped them to'ward rights." 

It is, of course, this dichotomy that has always vexed America's constitution 
makers, be they national or state. That is, in a democratic society how does one 
balance popular sovereignty, on the one hand, with certain rights deemed to be 
untouchable by either legislative or popular majorities on the other? Scholars 
of the United States Constitution know that Madison clearly "von the battle in 
the creation of that document, representing as it does a triumph of fairly stable, 
long-term rights protections over self-government. At the state level, however, 
Scalia argues that Madison's 'varnings were ignored and, in accordance with 
Jefferson's admonition, state constitutions were regularly scrutinized, amended, 
and rewritten between 1790 and 1850. 

By "vay of evaluating the Jeffersonian experiment, as Scalia names it, she 
examines the debates from ten state constitutional conventions, in seven states, 
between 1820 and 1850, a period of increased democratization known frequently 
as the Jacksonian Era. In choosing these states, the author attempts to create as 
diverse a sample of states as possible: Massachusetts (1820-21), New York (1821, 
1846), Virginia (1829-30, 1850-51), North Carolina (1835), Louisiana (1845), Ohio 
(1850-51), and Iowa (1844, 1846). This collection of states represents a wide 
array of geographical, political, social, moral, economic, and religious cultures 
that allow the author to make reasonable generalizations across a broad spec
trum of state types. In spite of the diversity and major differences between and 
among the seven states, Scalia's analysis of the ten constitutional conventions 
finds a surprisingly significant number of similarities among the debates. 

Initially, of course, she found that conventions during this era ,,,'ere typically 
composed of two major opposing groups: the reformers (or expansionists), who 
wanted to establish greater popular sovereignty and democracy by relaxing 
suffrage requirements, making more elective, and apportioning legislative seats 
more fairly than in the past, and the antireformers (or restrictionists), who feared 
that such reforms would endanger the rights of property. 

Other similarities arose in the constitutional debates over substantive issues, 
including the origin of rights (ch. I), popular sovereignty (ch. 2), property (ch. 
3), virtue (ch. 4), and good citizenship (ch. 5). In each state and on each issue, 
unsurprisingly, the expansionists and the restrictionists argued from a particu
lar perspective that, respectively, supported or rejected electoral reforms. 

By way of example, iNe might examine Scalia's conclusions regarding the 
origin of rights. Although the state conventions debated electoral reforms and 
not bills of rights, this was a critical issue in their deliberations. Expansionists 
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and restrictionists generally agreed that certain rights were beyond and above 
ordinary lav .. ,; however, they disagreed as to the source of these rights. Because 
expansionists took a natural-1m,." point of vie,,.,, (that is, that God or nature had 
bestowed the rights of life, liberty, and property on man and that these rights 
could not be taken away by man or his government), they believed that these 
rights would not be endangered by electoral reforms such as expanded suf
frage. Restrictionists, on the other hand, took a positivist perspective that con
cluded that rights derive their legitimacy not from God or nature but from the 
agreements, traditions, and constitutions of man. Thus, they feared that elec
toral reforms and the expansion of the franchise to the poor and unpropertied 
could endanger these rights, especially the right of property. 

Scalia's work is incredibly fascinating and indicates an amazing amount of 
hard work and careful analysis. To her credit, she has sifted through the records 
of the ten state constitutional conventions and derived from them common 
themes and the differences of opinion exhibited in them. As one who has only 
skimmed through the debates of the Nevada conventions of 1863 and 1864, I 
can praise her for 'what must be amazing organizational skills and discipline. 
Since this study started out as a dissertation, one would expect to find exten
sive references and notes; they are here in abundance and the ""ork is the better 
for it. It is highly recommended for anyone interested in American political 
thought, state constitutions, or history and political science more generally. 

Although at first blush a review of America 's Jeffersonian Experiment in the 
Nevada Historical Society Quarterly might appear to be misplaced, Scalia's data 
collection and analysis should certainly be of interest to Nevada students and 
scholars. The state constitutional conventions she examines occur as little as 
twelve years before Nevada's own 1863 and 1864 constitutional conventions, 
and thus her work can provide a framev,,'ork for analysis of our state's own 
debates and constitutional provisions. For example, did Nevada's delegates 
divide along the same expansionist/restrictionist lines as those examined by 
Scalia? What were their perspectives on the origin of rights, popular sover
eignty, property, virtue, and good citizenship, and do they parallel those in 
Scalia's study? To what extent did the Civil War, occurring as it did between 
the end of Scalia's study and the Nevada conventions, affect the thinking of 
Nevada's constitution writers? There is clearly an interesting scholarly project 
to be done here. 

If one believes, as I do, that good scholarly work not only provides informa
tion and answers but also stimulates others to engage in additional scholar
ship utilizing the author's framework in different spheres and circumstances, 
then America's Jeffersonian Experiment is a success on all counts . 

.Michael W. Bowers 
University of Nevada, Las Vegas 
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Nevada 2001: 
A Photographic Odyssey 

DelJil's Gale, c. 1889, James H. Crockwell, photogrnpller. In Ihis classic image, a stagecoach and wagon team 
pose for the photographer in the Devil's Gate, a higll-waJled sectiOll of Ca/lyon on the road between Gold Hill 
and Sih'er City. 

January 19 - April 28, 2001 
Changing Gallery, Nevada Historical Society 

A photographic survey of Nevada from 1870 to the present. 
Including the photography of: 

Carlton Watkins 
James H. Crockwell 
Al Smith 
E. W. Smith 
P. E. Larson 
N ortheast Johnson 
Roy Curtis 

William Cann 
Oakes 
Don Dondero 
Eric Lauritzen 
Peter Goin 
William Binzer 

A seven-part lecture series on photography in Nevada is planned. 
Please call the Nevada Historical Society for details 

The Nevada Historical Society is located at 1650 North Virginia Street, Rello, Nroada 89503. 
Tl/£ '\·'iuseulfl Callery is open AJoJ1day tll70ugh Salflrday, 1O:00,tM to 5:00PAf. Admission is $2.00. 

For more information please call 775 688-1191. 
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Nevada 2001: 
A Photographic Odyssey 

LECTURE SERIES AT THE NEVADA HISTORICAL SOCIETY 

THURSDAYS AT 7:00PM 

February 15,200 I - Jack Chase: 
James H. Crockwell, Images of Nevada, 1885-1891 

A leading collector and scholar of Crockwell's work,Jack Chase will discuss his current research. 

February 22,200 I - Peter Palmquist: 
Carleton Watkins in Nevada 

One of the most respected historians of 19'" Century photography in the American West, 
Peter Palmquist will share his insight and scholarship regarding the work of Carleton Watkins. 

March I, 200 I - Bernadette Franke: 
An Overview of the Works of 19th Century Virginia City Photographers 

Bernadette Franke will share her insights and research into the 19,h Century 

photographers of Virginia City. 

March I 5, 200 I - Erik Lauritzen: 
Making Ught of It 

A contemporary photographer and photography historian, Erik Lauritzen will discuss 
his documentation of the Nevada landscape. 

March 29,200 I - Peter Goin: 
Confronting Time With the Landscape 

Nevada's best-known contemporary photographer, Peter Goin will talk about his work, 
which examines the historical impact of humanity on the Western landscape. 

April 12,200 I -William Binzen: 
"Azimuth" Mythos, Mortality and the New West 

William Binzen, a contemporary photographer, will discuss the interplay between 

the physical and the human environment that he strives to capture in his work. 

April 26, 200 I - Lee Brumbaugh: 
Coming Into Its Own: 20th Century Photography in Nevada 

Curator of Photography for the Nevada Historical Society, Lee Brumbaugh brings his 
perspective to the study of photography in Nevada. 

This program is mode possible in part by 0 grant from the Nevada Humonities Committee, a state program of 
the National Endowment for the Humanities. The Nevoda Historical Society is 0 port of the 

Neyada Department of Museums, library, and Arts. 
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Nevada Historical Society Membership Information 

Memberships help support the costs of special exhibitions, educational 
projects, and the publication of the Nevada Historical Socieh) Quarterly. With your 
assistance we can continue the excellent work that the community and our 
visitors expect. 

Benefits: 
Nevada Historical Socieh) Quarterly. 
Free admission to the museum. 
Free admission to the Division of Museums and History museums. 
10% discount at NHS and divisional gift shops. 
10% discount on the purchase of photographs. 
10% discount on tours to historic sites. 
Special invitations to openings and events. 
Advance sales of occasional publications. 

My check for membership is enclosed for: 

__ Regular 

__ Family 

Student 

Senior 

__ Sustaining 

__ Contributing 

__ Departmental Fellow 

Patron 

Benefactor 

Life 

Corporate 

__ Regular 

__ Contributing 

$25 

$35 

$15 

$15 

$50 

$100 

$250 

$500 

$1000 

$2500 

$250 

$500 

(60 and over-no Quarterly) 

(receives publications of all 
divisional museums) 

Contact the Nevada Historical Society at 775 688-1191 for more information. 
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