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Only in Nevada

America’s Unique Experiment with
Legalized Sports Gambling, 1931-2000

RICHARD O. DAVIES

Writing in the Saturday Evening Post in 1936, journalist Thornton Martin la-
mented the rapid growth of illegal betting on college football, but conceded
that gambling on sports was deeply imbedded in American popular culture.
“Why do people bet?” he asked. “The answer is that the American public has a
deep-seated and incurable mania for taking a chance.”! As legalized gambling
has spread across this nation during the past four decades the particular mania
that Martin identified has been reflected in a wide spectrum of venues, includ-
ing state lotteries, riverboat casinos, Indian casinos, card and bingo rooms, and
a growing presence of electronic poker games in bars and convenience stores
in many states. In the last quarter century, traditional opposition to gambling
has been undercut by a significant change in how the American people and
their elected representatives perceive gambling.

In 1999 the National Gambling Impact Study Commission—although its
majority was controlled by individuals generally identified as social conserva-
tives—presented a surprisingly benign document that failed to recommend
possible draconian measures that many gaming executives had initially feared,
such as new federal gaming taxes or the establishment of a federal gaming
regulatory agency. In its two-year search for the truth the commission heard
from a host of concerned governors, congressmen, state legislators, mayors,
chamber-of-commerce executives, and gaming spokesmen who warned against
any major changes in the new national gaming structure. As it held hearings
the commission was confronted by a powerful phalanx of community and po-
litical spokesmen who did not want to have to pass new taxes to make up
for the possible loss of gaming-tax revenues, or who feared a negative local
economic impact from the possible loss of gaming-related jobs and profits.

Richard O. Davies is University Foundation Professor of History at the University of Nevada,
Reno. He is author or editor of eleven books, including America’s Obsession: Sports and Society Since
1945 (1994), Main Street Blues: The Decline of Small Town America (1998), and The Maverick Spirit: Building
the New Nevada (1999). His new book, with Richard G. Abram, Betting the Line: Sports Wagering in
American Life, will be published by Ohio State University Press in the autumn of 2001.
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The commission, however, did advance one recommendation that has proven
to be quite contentious, and in particular angered Nevada gaming officials.
This was the recommendation that wagering on high school, Olympic, and
college sports be made illegal. The Olympic and high school recommendations
were largely irrelevant because legal sports wagering in Nevada does not
include those venues. The real targets the commission had in its cross hairs
were the seventy-five legal Nevada sports books that annually handle an esti-
mated $1.2 billion in bets on college football and men’s basketball. The com-
mission based its view that wagering on college sports did not meet its test of
providing the “positive impacts” of other forms of gambling: “In particular,
sports wagering does not contribute to local economies or produce many jobs.
Unlike casinos or other destination resorts, sports wagering does not create
other economic sectors.”?

This recommendation regarding wagering on college sports has been vigor-
ously pushed by the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) for sev-
eral years. In the early months of 2000 the NCAA lobbied hard in the United
States Congress for passage of legislation sponsored by a host of senators led
by Senator John McCain of Arizona. Both the commission and the NCAA re-
gard gambling on sporting events as intrinsically damaging and dangerous,
and a careful reading of the final report, recent congressional testimony, and
NCAA press releases indicates that this viewpoint is rooted in values that have
been prominent in American society since colonial times.> This outlook was
cogently summarized in a 1992 speech presented on the floor of the United
States Senate by former New York Knicks star and future presidential hopeful
Bill Bradley:

I'am not prepared to risk the values that sports instill in youth just to add a few more
dollars to state coffers . . . . State-sanctioned sports betting conveys the message that
sports are more about money than personal achievement and sportsmanship. In these
days of scandal and disillusionment, it is important that our youngsters not receive this
message . . . . Sports betting threatens the integrity of and public confidence in profes-
sional and amateur team sports, converting sports from wholesome athletic entertain-
ment into a vehicle for gambling. Sports gambling raises people’s suspicions about point-
shaving and game-fixing . .. *

The commission’s recommendation and the ensuing political battle over
McCain’s Athletic Integrity Bill thus constitute yet another curious stage in the
history of sports wagering in America. Although illegal gambling on college
sports has been with us for more than a century, and currently such illegal
wagering constitutes a powerful economic force estimated to be of upwards of
$300 billion annually, the commission candidly confesses that its recommenda-
tion is based upon very little hard data. It has become apparent as this issue
has unfolded that it is one in which facts are of little importance, where percep-
tions, values, and myths are paramount. Because the target is legalized sports
gambling in one state, it is instructive to examine the history of that unique
gaming enterprise.”
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Only in Nevada

Well established in Nevada's colorful history, sports wagering has existed
there legally now for seven decades. After a lengthy period of scant public
interest, in the past two decades it has expanded dramatically with the number
of sports books reaching seventy-five, and the betting handle more than dou-
bling in the last decade to approximately $2.75 billion in 1999. Its existence,
however, has been overshadowed by table games and slot machines. Until the
recent flurry of congressional interest, sports wagering in Nevada has received
relatively little public scrutiny and has operated free from major controversy.
Contrary to some misperceptions, it has also been free from scandal, especially
of the onerous variety that Senator Bradley and like-minded individuals have
repeatedly denounced.

Prizefighting provided the initial foundation for the Silver State’s interest in
sports wagering. Nevada was the only state to permit the open conduct of pro-
fessional boxing matches well into the twentieth century, although the state
did not offer wagering venues on those contests. One of the major attractions
of boxing in Nevada, and elsewhere, of course, was the opportunity to invest
one’s money based upon an assessment of the relative merits of the two pugi-
lists; wagers on these bouts were private transactions between interested indi-
viduals. Boxing matches in other states were held in violation of local and state
law, although with the tacit cooperation of law enforcement agencies. Wide-
spread legalization by state legislatures occurred during the so-called Golden
Age of Spectator Sports of the 1920s to take advantage of the sport’s newfound
popularity and the substantial revenues it produced. From the 1880s until World
War I, small Nevada communities such as Goldfield, Carson City, and Tonopah
became the focal point of American boxing fans when they hosted nationally
prominent bouts. Most significant of all was the classic championship heavy-
weight racial Armageddon held in Reno on July 4, 1910, between defending
champion Jack Johnson and the former champ, the Great White Hope, James J.
Jeffries. The large number of major fights that have been part of the Las Vegas
scene in recent years constitute merely a continuation of a colorful historical
tradition established more than a century ago.®

When the Nevada State Legislature defied national public opinion in 1931
and passed legislation permitting wide-open casino gambling, there was little
initial interest evidenced in sports wagering. During World War Il a few small
casinos in Las Vegas and Reno introduced wagering on out-of-state horse races,
using the controversial national horse wire lines operated by Mickey McBride,
Cleveland businessman (and future owner of the Cleveland Browns football
team), as their access to late-breaking results from major eastern and midwestern
racetracks.” In 1947, shortly before he met his premature fate at the hands
of an unknown assassin, New York City gangster Bugsy Siegel installed a
small sports book in the corner of his new pacesetting Flamingo casino on
the Las Vegas Strip. In 1951 Siegel’s successors shut down that operation when
the congressional hearings of Senator Estes Kefauver’s Organized Crime
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Committee inspired legislation that imposed a confiscatory 10 percent federal
tax on sports wagers.®

In the late 1940s there began to appear in Las Vegas and Reno what were
popularly known as turf clubs. These modest operations were usually located
in small single-story concrete-block structures, their grimy interiors punctu-
ated by a pungent aroma consisting of more-or-less equal parts cigarette smoke,
stale beer, and greasy hot dogs, their floors littered with peanut shells, dis-
carded losing betting tickets, and cigar butts that would periodically be cov-
ered by sawdust. These clubs, which did not offer slot machines or table games,’
provided legal wagering on baseball, football, and basketball, but their pri-
mary business was horse racing. Despite their distinctly blue-collar ambience,
these new enterprises operated under such exotic names as The Rose Bowl,
Churchill Downs, Hollywood Sports Service, the Saratoga, the Vegas Race and
Turf Club, and the Reno Race and Turf Club. Until the establishment of the
Nevada Board of Control in 1955, the clubs were licensed by county govern-
ments and supervised by local police and sheriffs” departments. They attracted
a dedicated clientele of gamblers, most of whom were locals.™

Because the normal commission (or vigorish) on a winning bet on team sports
was (and remains) about 4 percent of gross revenues, the management of these
marginal businesses had to find ways to circumvent the 10 percent Kefauver
tax. Creative bookkeeping ensued. Jimmy Vacaro, a veteran of the Las Vegas
sports betting scene, recalls, “As a kid I'd sit around the Churchill Downs book
with some of the old timers and see things happen that would never happen
now in one of our operations. For example, if you were a regular customer and
went to the window to bet $1,100 to win $1,000 on a football game, the guy
might write the ticket for $11 to win $10. It was between you and him, you see,
and that way the tax was on only $11, not $1,100. The eleven bucks is all that
went through the machine.”" As Sports Illustrated observed in 1961, “It is esti-
mated that 95% of all wagering on sports in Las Vegas is done sub rosa, or man
to man, to avoid the tax and that if the government were more tolerant and
reasonable business at the sports books would be up 1,000%."”"2

By the mid 1960s interest in horse racing had clearly reached a plateau and
entered into a period of slow decline, a phenomenon that continues to this day.
Younger and more sophisticated bettors were attracted to the seemingly more
lucrative opportunities of football and basketball wagering. Their interest was
undoubtedly stimulated by the advent of the age of sports television. The tele-
vision set that sat behind the bar or in the family living room became a primary
sports bettors’ tool, sort of an electronic variety of The Racing Form. Gamblers
could research future investments by watching teams play on television, and it
was soon widely understood by television and sports executives that many
persons would more likely be interested in watching a game on television if
they had money riding on its outcome. Younger and more sophisticated gam-
blers were also less than enamored by the parimutuel betting system used for
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horse racing. If they bet on team sports they could lock in odds or a point
spread; further, the winners” pool was not diluted by deduction of the govern-
ment’s take and track overhead as was the case in the parimutuel system. They
also appreciated the fact that, unlike the slots and table games, the book man-
ager did not have a built-in statistical advantage, and lived daily with the pos-
sibility that he could take a loss on each and every game on the board.

The rapid increase in wagering on football and basketball was stimulated by
the introduction of the point-spread system in the mid 1940s. The origins of
this revolutionary new wagering system are murky at best, but it first appeared
about the time of the end of World War II. It seems to have come into existence
almost simultaneously in Chicago, Milwaukee, Minneapolis, and Lexington,
Kentucky. The point-spread concept, originally called the “wholesale odds
system” by one of its earliest proponents, the Chicago handicapper and bookie
William McNeil, was an immediate and sensational hit. One ecstatic bookie
told an inquiring journalist it was “the greatest discovery since the zipper.”"
Within just a few years it changed the nature of bookmaking throughout the
United States. Whereas bettors formerly had to pick team winners based upon
the traditional odds system, now the point spread made it possible for all games,
no matter how lopsided they might appear, to become reasonable wagering
opportunities for informed gamblers. If the bookmaker set a good line, he would
generate equal monies on both teams, thereby assuring himself of walking away
with his vigorish—the betting commission—intact."

Well-publicized law enforcement crackdowns upon bookies and their cus-
tomers during the 1950s in eastern cities—another legacy of Senator Kefauver
and his committee—made sunny Las Vegas seem very attractive to serious
sports gamblers. There thus ensued a migration from all points east to Las Ve-
gas. This migration included such sports handicapping luminaries as Jimmy
Snyder, Bob Martin, Sonny Reizner, and Lem Banker. In Las Vegas they could
not only place their bets without fear of being nailed by an undercover cop, but
they also found that they were part of an informal fraternity of like-minded
men who, although they carefully guarded their own handicapping secrets,
enjoyed each other’s company. Yet today, the so-called Wise Guys constitute
one of the more interesting subcultures of Las Vegas’s complex gambling so-
cial structure. Many of these émigrés—possessed of important knowledge and
applied skills—assumed positions in the turf clubs and later in casino sports
books as supervisors and lines makers."

It was within this context that Jimmy “the Greek” Snyder emerged during
the 1960s as a popular national icon for the profession of sports handicappers.
Snyder worked at several of the Las Vegas turf clubs located along the Strip
and in Glitter Gulch, emerging as the first among equals in the setting of the
daily line. In 1972, a national cartoonist aptly summarized Snyder’s reputation
when he pictured President Richard Nixon responding to questions about his
upcoming re-election campaign: “I don’t care what the polls say, what does
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Jimmy the Greek say?” Insiders will candidly say that Snyder’s reputation as a
handicapper far outstripped his actual abilities. Whether or not Snyder was
even an above-average handicapper might remain a point of serious conten-
tion among the Wise Guys, but there is no question that this affable son of
Greek immigrant parents was a genius at self-promotion. Whereas most pro-
tessional sports gamblers who moved west harbored unpleasant memories of
encounters with the criminal justice system, and quite naturally preferred ano-
nymity and shunned the spotlight, Snyder aggressively sought it out.”

He correctly perceived that a new era in sports gambling was dawning. By
1963 he was writing a column on his craft in the Las Vegas Sun. His was a pio-
neering journalistic endeavor that broke new ground, and by the early 1970s
the column had been syndicated to more than two hundred newspapers.
Snyder’s column was of dubious journalistic quality, but it definitely contrib-
uted to his growing national reputation as The Wizard of Odds. Coupling this
with the adroit operation of his public relations firm and his high-profile posi-
tion in promotions at Caesar’s Palace, Snyder created the public persona of
“The Greek Who Makes the Odds,” as a flattering Sports Illustrated article intro-
duced him to American sports fans in 1961."

Snyder’s popular reputation as a leading sports handicapper combined with
his outgoing personality made him the natural choice for a seat on CBS
television’s “The NFL Today” program in 1976. (He remained a program regu-
lar until his unceremonious firing in 1988 following his infelicitous comments
about the qualities of African-American athletes.) When this convicted felon
appeared in the living rooms of American homes on autumn Sundays to present
his predictions for upcoming games, sports gambling moved into the nation’s
cultural mainstream, no longer the private preserve of secretive neighborhood
bookies and exotic Damon Runyonesqge types.'” As sports gaming executive
Art Manteris observes, Snyder’s major contribution was that “He brought our
business out of the closet . . . by getting on network TV, [by] talking about point
spreads in front of the American public.”" Snyder, the consummate self-pro-
moter, thus helped wagering become an integral part of the rapidly growing
world of American sports.

During the 1970s and 1980s sports gambling grew rapidly, riding the coat-
tails of the television-induced increasing popularity of team sports reflected in
such new extravaganzas as the Super Bowl, Monday Night Football, and the
NCAA men’s basketball tournament. With legal sports gambling already in
place, Nevada was poised to reap the economic benefits. By 1999 the number
of sports books in Nevada had grown to seventy-five and they accepted more
than $2.75 billion in bets that year; but this was, according to the guesstimates
of various experts, about 3 percent of the total amount bet on sports each year
throughout the United States.

At a pivotal point in the development of the popularity of sports gambling,
Nevada benefitted from the astute legislative work of one of its United States
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Senators. In October of 1974 Howard Cannon secured passage of legislation
that reduced the 10% federal tax on sports wagers to just 2 percent. In 1983
Congress further reduced that levy to just .025 percent where it remains to this
day. Even at 2 percent it was feasible for a well-run sports book to make money
without having to engage in creative bookkeeping. In 1975 the Nevada State
Legislature, as if on cue, instructed the Gaming Control Board to permit the
establishment of sports books within casinos.”

The days of the turf clubs were now numbered. By 1986 all but one of those
icons of the first generation of Nevada sports books had disappeared.” In 1977
the harbinger of the future of Nevada sports wagering appeared on the Las
Vegas Strip with the opening of the lavish Sports and Race Book in the Stardust
Hotel-Casino. This particular Strip casino had long labored under a question-
able reputation regarding alleged connections with midwestern crime organi-
zations. For several years, Charles “Lefty” Rosenthal, had operated the Stardust
from behind various midlevel management positions, such as entertainment
director and food-and-beverage manager. He never was granted a gambling
license by the Gaming Control Board because of the noxious reputation he
brought with him from his native Chicago. Born in 1929, Rosenthal had spent
much of his adult life “dodging trouble,” according to investigative journalist
Nicholas Pileggi. In 1961 he invoked the Fifth Amendment thirty-seven times
before Senator John McClellan’s committee to investigate organized crime;
among other allegations were charges he attempted to fix basketball games
in 1962 involving the University of North Carolina. In 1968 his bosses in Chi-
cago dispatched him to Las Vegas to oversee a sophisticated skimming
operation at the Stardust and otherwise attend to the financial interests of their
absentee ownership.*

It was Rosenthal—himself a talented sports handicapper—who most clearly
recognized the potential inherent in Senator Cannon’s legislative coup. He was
even used by the head of the Gaming Control Board, Phil Hannifin, to educate
the state legislature on the revenue potentials of locating sports books inside
casinos. At the Stardust he carefully supervised the design and construction of
his vision for the modern sports book, creating a dramatic environment with a
40-foot-high ceiling that hovered over a room consuming 9,000 square feet of
tloor space. He installed 250 individual desks for studious gamblers, complete
with comfortable high-backed leather chairs. A reference library was placed
within the facility to provide all of the latest statistical data and commentaries
by betting authorities on upcoming races and games. Towering above the cus-
tomers was a cluster of large television screens that showed the action from
distant racetracks and ballparks. Rosenthal replaced the ubiquitous chalkboards
that had long listed the odds at the turf clubs with brightly flickering electronic
signboards, not only creating a surreal high tech atmosphere, but also making
it possible for lines makers to change instantly the odds or point spread on a
particular game in response to the flow of money across the ticket windows.
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Rosenthal later proudly told Pileggi, “We put in a bar measuring nearly a quar-
ter mile of inlaid wood and mirrors and the largest projection-lighted board
system in the world. We had a forty-eight square foot television screen, and
since horseplayers were still our biggest bettors, we had entry boards for five
separate racetracks covering a hundred and forty square feet. It was the largest
and most expensive system of its kind anywhere, and we had it all.”*

The Stardust thus brought a new era to Las Vegas sports gambling. Despite
the inevitable emulation that occurred in rival casinos up and down the Strip
as well as in Reno, the Stardust set the standard for sports books for the next
decade. Eventually, it was outdistanced by ever larger, ever more lavish, com-
petitors, but it still retains a fierce loyalty from many of the old timers who
remember its innovative impact. During football season its Stardust Line is
released early on Sunday evening and attracts a bevy of loyal, serious players.
Rosenthal’s achievement, according to Pileggi, “made him a true visionary in
the annals of local history.”*

Although the process is relatively simple, a great deal of mythology and
speculation surrounds the process of how sports books set their lines. During
the early days it was done on location in the turf clubs, and because substantial
differences in the line often existed among clubs, serious bettors learned to
shop around for the most vulnerable lines, sometimes creating for themselves
the most joyful of moments for the professional player, the no-lose “middle.”
During the period between 1965 and the early 1980s the unofficial oracle of
Nevada line making was Brooklyn native Bob Martin, a congenial gentlemen
who had the distinction of winning a reversal of a lower court conviction for
illegal sports gambling by a 9 to 0 margin before the United States Supreme
Court. After beating that rap—thanks to the skilled legal work of famed Wash-
ington insider and attorney Edward Bennett Williams and clumsy Washing-
ton, D. C., police wiretappers—he relocated to Las Vegas where he found em-
ployment at the Churchill Downs. In 1976 he moved to the downtown Union
Plaza. Martin’s expertise was soon the talk of the Wise Guys. They were amazed
at his intuitive ability to set an astute line, referring to him in awe as The Man.
As his reputation spread, his line was picked up by other Las Vegas books, and
quickly sped across the land to illegal bookies everywhere by an informal but
efficient telephone network. A hulking, jowly man with a twinkle in his eyes
and a penchant for gaudy clothes, Martin was always good for a humorous
quip or a contrarian opinion on an upcoming game. The last of an older breed,
he relied upon newspapers and a national telephone network for his informa-
tion, but ultimately called upon his own intuition that was guided by years of
experience. He concerned himself not about the actual strengths of the two
teams, but with his perception of how the run-of-the-mill gambler would view
them. His goal was to set a line that would produce equal amounts bet on both
teams so as to assure the book of earning a profit from the vigorish.* Martin’s
storied career came to an abrupt ending in 1983 when he was sentenced to



12 RicHarp O. Davies

thirteen months in federal prison, having been caught once again by a wiretap.
This time his lawyers could not produce a magical legal victory.*

The contrast with Martin’s eventual replacement as the first among equals
of Nevada's lines makers could not have been more distinct. Michael Roxbor-
ough, whose privately held corporation, Las Vegas Sports Consultants, came
to dominate the sports betting world by the late 1980s, has for years operated
out of a suite of offices on the top floor of a high-rise Las Vegas bank building.
There the atmosphere is subdued and professional, and distinctly high tech.
Computers draw upon enormous databases to generate trends that go back
over two decades, pumping into the equation of each game a myriad of vari-
ables including artificial turf or grass, wind and rain, last year’s score, injuries,
relative strength of schedules, comparative scores against common opponents,
coaching records, home-field advantage differentials, comparison of confer-
ences, the status of the quarterback’s love life, and on and on ad infinitum. His
office crackles with the unique sounds of modern electronics equipment, for
Roxy’s world is one of computers, databases, the world wide web, cellular tele-
phones, pagers, e-mail satellite dishes, and faxes. When a visitor once inquired
of Roxborough as to how he set the line on a particular game, he quietly pointed
to a three-inch stack of computer printouts.

Roxborough’s subscribers—who circle the globe—gratetully pay him hand-
somely for his lines. Unlike Bob Martin, who enjoyed betting against his own
line when amateurs moved it, as they often did, in the wrong direction with
uninformed wagers, Roxy no longer bets on sporting events.” In contrast to
the long hair, T-shirt, and scruffy blue jeans—the image he presented when he
first arrived in Nevada in the late 1970s as he struggled to earn a living betting
on sports and playing poker—Roxborough now carefully dresses the part of
an internationally famous executive, exuding the image of button-down pro-
priety in stylish business suits. Reflecting the basic principle underlying
Nevada’s legalized sports-betting enterprise that views even the perception of
a fixed game as a threat to its integrity and financial well-being, he says, “I
want to project a certain image that everything is on the up-and-up.”*

The instructive career of Michael Roxborough thus occurred more or less
simultaneously with the appearance of the opulent sports books along the Strip.
This also occurred concurrently with the transformation of the image of Las
Vegas from Sin City to Family Destination Resort. With the rapid spread of
state lotteries across the nation during the 1960s and 1970s, the approval of
casino gambling in Atlantic City in 1976, the introduction of limited casino and
riverboat gambling in such diverse states as Mississippi, Indiana, Michigan,
Iowa, and Louisiana during the 1980s, and finally the widespread growth of
Indian gaming in the 1990s, Nevada lost its cherished monopoly on casino gam-
bling.* But as gambling spread nationwide, traditional values precluded the
establishment of legalized sports wagering.

That fact was driven home in 1992 when Congress passed legislation that
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Club CalNeva, Second and Center Streets, Reno, Nevada, September 1986. (Nevada
Historical Society)

essentially gave Nevada a monopoly on legal sports wagering by making it
illegal in all states where it had not been authorized by the state government.
This is not to say that sports wagering does not flourish in all fifty states. Quite
the contrary. Estimates of the amount of monies bet annually with illegal book-
ies vary widely, depending upon the political or social message the estimator
is seeking. Federal tax and law enforcement officials have placed the annual
figure in recent years at anywhere between $100 billion and $300 billion.
In 1999, by contrast, Nevada’s legal books accepted $2.75 billion in wagers,
of which an estimated 95 percent was returned to those holding winning
tickets. It is estimated that the sports books earn about $100 million annually
in profits.™

In 1999, the National Gambling Impact Studies Commission took note of
the lack of reliable information on illegal sports gambling, while lamenting
its popularity among the American people. The commission conceded, “Even
when Americans understand the illegality of sports wagering, it is easy
to participate, widely accepted, very popular, and, at present, not likely to be
prosecuted.”?!

Despite their increased popularity, Nevada’s sports books have never quite
overcome the negative historical legacy that has surrounded sports gamblers
and the games they play. The American psyche retains a resilient strain of pu-
ritanism readily traceable to seventeenth century New England. Gambling,
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the Puritans contended, undercuts the work ethic and provides a winning
gambler the sensation of getting something without effort. Over the ensuing
centuries opponents to sports gambling came to perceive the activity as en-
couraging a wide range of antisocial behaviors believed harmful to the proper
development of youth and the welfare of adults. They also were offended by
the often close relationship between gamblers and urban saloon culture, and
by the social outlook of the preponderance of sports gamblers, mostly immi-
grants of working-class status. Those attitudes remain alive and well in the
year 2001, and are cogently summarized by a member of the commission, James
C. Dobson, head of the Colorado-based organization, Focus on the Family. “This
infection [of sports gambling] threatens to undermine colleges, disillusion fans,
and damage the careers and the integrity of some of our most promising young
people . . . . We must not simply accept the unseemly spectacle of Nevada
casino operators raking in millions of dollars a year from what used to be the
wholesome competition of 18- and 19-year olds.”*

Especially damaging to the image of the leisure activity of sports wagering
has been an image of boxers taking dives, professional baseball players fixing a
World Series, and college basketball players shaving points. Fear of having
their product further besmirched by fixers explains the recent flurry of anti-
gambling activity launched by an NCAA anxious to protect its multi-billion-
dollar enterprise. Like Focus on the Family, this organization has also embraced
the perception that sports wagering is inherently wrong. The NCAA’s director
of gambling activities, William Saum, has emphasized that sports fans should
“go to games to watch the spontaneous action and reaction on the field, to
watch the coaches” decisions, the officials’ decisions and the athletes’ decisions.
And certainly we’re not there to hope that an athlete runs up the score just for
the point spread.” Beyond that, he notes that most sports gambling “is a crime
with victims. It also potentially affects the integrity of the game.”*

Of special concern today is the potential for difficult-to-detect point shav-
ing. The basketball scandals of 1951 and 1961, in which college basketball stars,
including consensus All-Americans, accepted modest payoffs to shave points,
added an especially cynical twist to the traditional fix. Now players could help
gamblers make a big score, not by dumping a game, but merely by winning by
a margin below the point spread, or by permitting a favored team to exceed the
spread. Ever since the scandals of 1961-62 produced another flurry of head-
lines, however, the number of documented fixed contests has actually been
quite few, and none has implicated Nevada’s sports books. However, these
more recent incidents have convinced the NCAA that the multibillion dollar
enterprise it oversees on behalf of its several hundred institutional members is
seriously imperiled, at least symbolically, by legalized gambling in Nevada.*
If it is legal to gamble on college games in Nevada, they contend, that sends the
wrong message to athletes everywhere. Although there is no direct connection
between Nevada’s books and fixed games, the NCAA's arguments certainly
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made believers out of five of nine members of the National Gambling Impact
Studies Commission, as well as Arizona Senator John McCain. Thus do the
arguments advanced in colonial times over gambling as a leisure activity now
reverberate through the halls of Congress more than three centuries later.

Nevada gaming interests are rightfully concerned about the current legisla-
tion that would cost them wagers, but the revenues generated on college games
is, in the larger scheme of things, relatively small potatoes for Nevada’s casi-
nos, accounting for an estimated 3 percent of their total revenue.* Some casi-
nos apparently offer their lavish books as part of their effort to provide a full-
service gaming environment to their customers, and recognize that the large
amount of floor space occupied by sports books could be used more profitably
if devoted to more lucrative gaming venues.

Knowledgeable sports handicappers have in recent years also identified a
new era emerging rapidly with the advent of Internet sports books. In the realm
of cyberspace, sports gambling now exists far beyond the reach of the Nevada
Gaming Control Board, the United States Congress, or the NCAA. Within the
past five years, more than seven hundred sports books have appeared on the
Internet, attracting a growing clientele of mouse clickers, with total estimated
revenues already equal to that of Nevada’s books. Located in such places as
Australia, Mexico, and the Caribbean, they are immune from any meaningful
form of regulation, save that of the free marketplace. Safely ensconced offshore
but available in a nanosecond on the Internet, they cannot be touched by state
or federal tax collectors or Nevada gaming regulators. According to such es-
tablished sports-gambling publications as The Gold Sheet, while many
cyberbooks are feared to be untrustworthy, others have proved themselves repu-
table and can be relied upon to pay off on winning wagers. Certainly these
cyberbooks have no way of preventing teenagers—or, more ominous, college
athletes—from using credit cards to place bets on their favorite teams. Much to
the NCAA’s concern, these cyberbooks lie no further from a college athlete
sequestered in his dormitory than a few keyboard strokes. Although the
cyberbooks do not provide the ambience of modern Nevada sports books that
is so appealing to many conventional sports gamblers, the Internet books will
undoubtedly take a substantial slice of future wagering revenues away from
Nevada’s books simply because they extend credit while Nevada books must
receive cash on the barrel head when accepting a wager. If the current legisla-
tion regarding college sports betting is passed, the cyberbooks will undoubt-
edly reap an enormous bonanza from Nevada’s regulars. Perhaps even more
significant, these cyberbooks have the very real potential of taking business
away from the estimated 250,000 illegal bookies who operate in the other forty-
nine states.

Sports wagering in Nevada thus stands in striking contrast to the rest of the
nation. Not only does Nevada's legalized approach reflect a much more toler-
ant view of a practice that remains in the minds of many a less-than-respect-
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able, irresponsible, antisocial activity, it also provides insights into the rich and
colorful history of the Silver State, where a vigorous tradition of social liberal-
ism has endured and flourished. Furthermore, what is crystal clear—given the
ominous tone of federal reports on the vast nationwide network of illegal sports
bookies—is that a substantial segment of the American public enjoys putting
money down on sports contests. Thus far, only the state of Nevada has taken
advantage of that obvious truth, and it appears for the foreseeable future that
no others will be able to join in the bonanza.* The insight of journalist William
Johnson has not yet gained the attention of American policy makers. Writing in
Sports Illustrated in 1991 he pointedly observed, “It isn’t a question of whether
we should legalize sports gambling in the U. S. It is a question of why we have
been so stupid as to leave this lucrative and hugely popular segment of sport
to the Mob and the office pool for so long. The great American gambling pot
should be tapped—now—to help bail out our debt-ridden governments.*

At this important juncture it is clear that big changes are in the offing that
will greatly alter Nevada's sports wagering scene, whether they come via con-
gressional action or the multinational economy emerging out of cyberspace.
That’s a sure bet if there ever was one.

President Joseph E. Stubbs of the University of Nevada, c. 1900, taking his daily
constitutional on the playing field of the Reno campus. (Nevada Historical Soczetw
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Querland from San Francisco to Halifax in 89
Days of Adventure, Apprehension, and Surprise

Royal Navy Lieutenant Edmund Hope Verney's
1865 Letters and Narrative

Edited and Introduction by
DWIGHT L. SMITH

INTRODUCTION

In 1865, having completed his tour of duty at Esquimalt on Vancouver
Island, Lieutenant Edmund Hope Verney, R.N., prepared to return home to
England to await his next posting. Most travelers home bound from the British
Crown Colony of Vancouver Island and the mainland colony of British Colum-
bia—the two colonies were not united until 1866—returned to England by wa-
ter, usually crossing the Isthmus of Panama to shorten the duration of the trip.
Verney was not sure whether he wanted to do this or to cross the continent
through the United States to another colonial Atlantic port. He did not reach a
final decision until after he had spent several days as a tourist in California.

From the sixteenth century onward, the burgeoning British Empire sought
to assert and maintain its presence in the Pacific Ocean. In time, its particular
focus became the western flank of its several North American colonies that
were emerging de facto under the rubric of Canada—thus the challenge to
counter Spain’s assertion of pre-eminence in the Pacific, the land and sea
scramble to discover and control the fabled Northwest Passage across North
America, the dramatic development of the trans-Pacific sea-otter-pelt trade,
the geopolitical rivalries involving England, France, Russia, and the United
States. Not the least of these was the American Manifest Destiny that was mani-
festing itself vigorously.

Through all of this, the Royal Navy was becoming the principal means
of implementing the British Empire’s political and commercial policies that

Dwight L. Smith is professor emeritus of history at Miami University in Oxford, Ohio. His
article, “Samuel E. Tillman and the Wheeler Survey: Westward and North Westward from Reno,
1876-1878" appeared in the Nevada Historical Society Quarterly, Winter 1999. His latest book, A Tour
of Duty in the Pacific Northwest: E. A. Porcher and H. M. 5. Sparrowhawk, 1865-1868, was published
this year by the University of Alaska press.
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reflected its rapidly developing interests in the Pacific Ocean. Admiralty ships
were early protecting Pacific traders and whalers. During Latin America’s
liberation revolutions, the Royal Navy’s vessels served as “amphibious diplo-
matic agents.”

With the Anglo-American dispute over the Oregon Country and the appar-
ent insecurity of the Crown Colony of Vancouver Island, the Royal Navy ex-
tended its active operations into the North Pacific. When heavy Anglo-French
casualties were sustained from an assault on a Russian base on Siberia’s
Kamchatka Peninsula during the Crimean War, the Crown Colony erected and
equipped hospital buildings in the harbor at Esquimalt. Esquimalt soon be-
came the Royal Navy's Pacific Squadron headquarters.

These were the circumstances and this was the situation to which Lieuten-
ant Verney was assigned in 1862 as commander of the gunboat H.M.S.
Grappler. Although but twenty-four, he was a seasoned sailor with consider-
able experience and good reputation. Not yet thirteen when he entered the
navy in 1851, by now he had served in the Mediterranean, South America,
Australia, the Far East, and the West Indies. He saw action in the Crimean War
and in the Mutiny in India. With his decorations and favorable commenda-
tions, he had advanced through the ranks to lieutenant."

Verney was a dedicated and indefatigable letter writer, particularly to his
father. Together, his letters compose what might be characterized as diary-jour-
nals, intimate accounts describing his experiences. They became principal
sources of information for publications, for both Verney and others.”

Completing his tour of duty based at Esquimalt, Verney finally decided to
journey across the American continent rather than go the more common way
through the Isthmus of Panama. As was his wont, he wrote detailed letters to
his father describing his west-to-east journey, by ship from Esquimalt to San
Francisco, by land across the United States to Halifax, Nova Scotia, and finally
by ship to England. He was a curious tourist and a keen observer who de-
scribed and commented on persons, places, things, and experiences. The im-
mediacy of this first-hand account makes compelling reading.’

A short time after he returned home, Verney published a narrative
account of the journey.* Itis a travelogue account written for a general reading
audience.

His letters collectively and his narrative can each stand by themselves. The
narrative sometimes borrows verbatim portions and generalized descriptive
matter from the letters. As there are some details or passages in the narrative
that can enhance the letters, I have incorporated them herein in brackets [in
this manner, so as not to disrupt the flow of the letters themselves], with appro-
priate citations.

Keeping in mind the circumstances in which Verney wrote these letters, his
sometimes erratic punctuation, the English spellings, as well as his sailor’s use
of certain words, and other irregularities as well as his abrupt changing of sub-
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ject matter are understandable. They are retained, as the integrity of anyone’s
letters should be.

Although addressed to his father, the letters can be read by us today as their
vicarious recipients. Whether as a tourist in California’s big trees and Yosemite,
or on his passage by stage, mud wagon, and rail across mountain and plain, in
fear of holdup and hostile Indians; or his visits to Nevada mines, his extended
stay in Mormonland, or his impatience with sightseeing as he awaits and makes
the Atlantic passage home, he takes us with him.

Dwight L. Smith

Carrying the mail across the prairies - 1860 Buttertield Overland Mail Stage. (drawing
from “American Pictures” by Rev. Samuel Manning, 1970s)
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The Small Bower.> Esquimalt. V.I.

June 3, 1865
Dear Father,

I leave by the steamer this afternoon.

Edmund Hope Verney.

Cosmopolitan Hotel. San Francisco.

June 8. 1865.
My dear Father,

On the third, I left Esquimalt in the Steamer “Brother Jonathan”: that was
Saturday; on wednesday, yesterday, morning we reached San Francisco, after a
very pleasant passage. I send you newspapers about the dinner. Tomorrow I
start on a little trip to the neighbouring country, to see the Big trees, and shall
be absent five or six days.

This morning I saw General McDowell, and asked permission to visit Alcatraz
Island,® but he said he could not grant it: he said he himself was disposed not
merely to throw it open to the public, but to let it be photographed, and to let
everything be known to everybody, but that at present there is a strong public
feeling that it should be kept secret. When this business was over, instead of
dismissing me, he introduced me to Governor Low” who was sitting with him,
and commenced a most interesting conversation, which lasted upwards of half-
an-hour, in which he explained to me many remarkable facts concerning the
manufacture of guns, and shewed himself to be a man of considerable ability
and of very liberal views:

He has been a good deal in England and on the continent, especially at Liege:
I must say I was very much struck with him, and I have concocted a plan
whereby I hope to see him again, and become better acquainted with him. You
will remember that he commanded at Bull’s Run,® a circumstance that has per-
haps rather stood in his way: he was an artillery officer and I could not but
agree with him when he commented on the ignorance of gunnery among the
officers of our line regiments, and on how little it is the custom for them to look
beyond their own particular line of the service.

I am much struck here by the street railroads, large busses drawn by horses”:
when shall we English get rid of our foolish prejudices, and cull all the good of
other nations? many carriages and carts here have their wheels purposely made
of the same gauge as the street railroad, and then what a relief it is to the poor
horse, when he gets his load on to the railroad: at one time a butcher’s cart
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dashes merrily along the railroad, the horse enjoying it as much as the man:
then a private carriage whose occupants are relieved to be clear of the jolting of
the road. No one could see it working here without feeling what a boon it
would be in London to both man and beast, and what idiots we are to be preju-
diced against it.

My present plan is to start Henry'® off with my luggage by the steamer that
leaves for Panama on the 18™, and to start by way of the plains myself, a few
days afterwards: so Henry ought to be with you a few days after you receive
this: he will go by the West Indies and St. Thomas’, while this letter will go by
New York. I hope my telegraph will have been a comfort to you: it cost some-
where about £2.5.00., which I think you will admit was not out of the way: I
expected it would have been more. I wish Henry to unpack everything when
he arrives: if any things require repairing he is to have them repaired; I wish
my things not to be left jammed up in the boxes longer than can be helped.

June 11. 1865. Murphy's. "' This is the name of the village about fifteen miles
from the Big Trees, where the stage stops: here among the hills is a pretty little
village and a good inn. on Friday afternoon I left San Francisco in company
with two Victoria friends. Gardiner, and Young: we went by steamer [winding
through the narrow and tortuous ‘sleughs’ of the San Joaquin river] to Stock-
ton where we arrived yesterday at 2. AM. At 6 we left by stage [a four-horse
‘Concord” coach], and after a fearfully jolting journey through clouds of sti-
fling dust, we reached this place ‘Murphy’s’, at 7. PM. This morning we go on
to the trees.

[Let me describe a Concord coach: it derives its name from the town in the
eastern states where it is built, and is an overgrown loutish descendant of the
English mail-coach of former days. It is usually painted bright red, and carries
on its panels a glaring portrait either of a President, a maiden, or a general;
over the door is written “U.S. Mail,” generally translated “Uncle Sam’s Mail;’
and along the top are the names of the termini between which it runs. Inside
are three seats, each made to hold three people; the back and front seats are of
course the most comfortable, those who are on the middle bench having but a
strap to lean against.

[Thus, nine is the limit of inside accommodation; the limit outside has not
vet been ascertained, but eight besides the driver may be comfortably seated,
that is, if the word ‘comfort’ is at all applicable to a Concord coach. A most
important part is its powerful break, applied by heavy pressure of the driver’s
right foot. These breaks are used in all American coaches and mud-waggons,
and are indispensable in the steep country they traverse. The luggage is strapped
on to a vast platform behind; small parcels are put in the front boot, and
miscellaneous light baggage is placed on the top. No springs would support
this cumbrous body over California roads, so it is hung on stout leather
thorough-braces.

[The distance from Stockton to Murphy’s is about eighty miles, travelled at
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an average speed of seven miles an hour. The road is good, for a new country,
but little has as yet been done by art.]"* The country we have passed through
has been beautiful: for the first forty miles after we left Stockton, we drove
through cultivated plains dotted with a tree which I can only describe as a
weeping oak: certainly one of the prettiest trees I ever saw: I am told that its
timber is white, and very brittle. Although I had of course heard of the agricul-
ture resources of California, I was not prepared to see such vast tracts of grain-
producing land: many of the farmhouses are of brick or stone, and give an idea
of very substantial prosperity. The last thirty miles of drive were hilly, and
whereas before we saw no tree but this weeping oak, there were now pine
trees, and beautiful flowering shrubs and bushes. The whole country abounds
with water, which is conducted along ditches and through flumes in every
direction for mining purposes, or for irrigating the land. The surface of the
land is dry and dusty, but there is every-where water to be obtained by sinking
wells. We have not passed any very fine scenery nor is there any, I believe, until
one passes the Sierra Nevada range of Mountains.

Whether I shall return by Salt Lake City or not, I cannot tell: yesterday’s
journey knocked me up more than I had expected, but then of course the first
day or two is always the most trying. We have passed through two or three
small towns, all more substantial in appearance than I should have expected.

June 14. Cosmopolitan Hotel. A great treat it is to be again in a comfortable
Hotel, after the knocking about of the last few days: [Its comforts are an agree-
able surprise to the traveller, almost stifled as he is by the dust, which tries the
temper and equanimity of the most amiable.]"* we went to the Big Trees in the
morning, and returned the same evening to Murphy’s. Atthe Mammoth Grove'
is a capital Hotel, and the owner, Mr. Perry, is very civil and courteous: [Mr.
Perry runs a stage to the big trees—fifteen miles—every morning, returning to
Murphy’s in the evening.]" he took us round the trees: many of the trees are
named: any-one may name a tree on the condition that the name be inscribed
in gilt letters on a marble tablet and sent to Mr Perry, who nails it on: there are
trees named after Bright, Cobden,' and many celebrities: I saw a tree named
“Nightingale.”: I asked Mr Perry whether that referred to Miss Nightingale,
and he said that it was named by a lady from the Eastern States, before Miss
Nightingale’s name was known: we had a little conversation which ended in
my promising to send up a tablet bearing the word “Florence”, to be nailed
above the tablet “Nightingale”."” I think you will be pleased to hear that I have
done this: I shall order the tablet to-day.

I was much pleased with my visit, I send you the little printed account of the
Trees, which I think is truthful: it really contains all that is to be said about the
trees. Idid not find that the immense size of the trees impressed one at first: it
took some little time to realize their magnificent proportions, [the tallest is about
three hundred and thirty feet high,]'® and then each one seemed to have been
broken off: not one of them finishes off symetrically. all appear to have been
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broken off: the young trees are very pretty, and the foliage is light and graceful:
the cones too are regular and pleasant looking: the wood appears to be the
same as the common “redwood” of California, but the foliage of the tree is
different. The proper name for this tree is, I am told, the Secoria [sequoia
gigantea]: the Americans very justly object to the name Wellingtonia Gigantea
[and retaliate on our impertinence by calling it Washingtonia]." It is said that
the tree only grows in two other places in the world and that both those are in
California at the same altitude above the sea. The trees have all been much
injured by fires that have from time to time swept through the forest; the most
perfect one was cut down a few years ago, and a section of it was sent to New
York: over the stump a summerhouse has been built; the tree is 28 feet in diam-
eter and in various places one sees where the tree has grown round the bark,
and the solid wood encloses bark in little patches: the bark grows in ridges like
butresses, and in one place measured upwards of two feet in thickness. [The
tibre of the wood is like the California red-wood, soft and rather fine grained; it
is light the cubit foot weighing rather less than nineteen pounds.

The means taken for felling this tree were original and ingenious. A ring of
bark was removed at a convenient height from the ground and the trunk was
bored through with augurs, each hole touching its neighbour; it was then over-
thrown by wedges driven in on one side, the whole operation lasting three
weeks. |

June 15. 1865. On the 12" we went to Copperopolis, where is a remarkable
copper mine that we visited.” You will perhaps remember that some years ago
I went down the Botallack mine in Cornwall:* that was a mere drain, a little
hole in the ground, where the vein of ore varied in thickness from two to three
feet, if | remember right: the vein at Copperopolis varies in thickness from twenty
to twenty-eight feet: I suppose there is not such another in the world.

June 16. Now I will close my letter: tomorrow morning I shall pack Henry
off in the steamer with my luggage; he will go by St. Thomas’, and Southampton,
but his letter will be sent by New York, so you should receive it a few days
before his arrival: from all I can hear I think I shall probably go to the Eastern
States across the plains by Salt Lake City, and leave there for that purpose in a
week or ten days.

I think the Americans are not going to allow Maximilian to retain Mexico,
butI am by no means sure that the Government of the United States will inter-
fere in the matter: I think there will very likely be an exodus of volunteers to
Mexico to act against the Emperor but that the United States Government will
disclaim all share in it, at any rate at first.”

To find out the real state of public opinion in any country is, I suppose, never
an easy task; but in America it is, I think peculiarly difficult: from such oppor-
tunities however as I have had of forming an opinion I should say that the
people here are not anxious for war with England, and do not expect it. I do
believe this, that if the English nation understood the American character
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as well as it does the French, and if this understanding were mutual, there
could be no war between the two countries. The fact that an American speaks
English prevents an Englishman from realizing that he belongs to a different
nation and must be judged by a different standard: if the people of the United
States spoke Chinese and adopted the dress and customs of the Hindoo, there
would be a far better understanding between the two nations.

Why should I write any more bosh for Mama* to laugh at? Believe me your
affectionate Son,

Edmund Hope Verney.

Cosmopolitan Hotel. San Francisco.
June 19. 1865.

My dear Father,

On Saturday morning I packed off the sagacious Tyler in the noble steamer
“Constitution”, and now I am utterly friendless and desolate: how I wish I had
gone too: I should now be three days nearer Panama. After I left Henry I vis-
ited the U.S. Marine Hospital,” a sadly neglected place. It is a three story brick
building, each floor being alike in plan: I send you a rough plan of the first
floor: each long ward has two rows of beds, one against the blank wall, the
other in twos between the windows, but the Hospital is evidently little cared
for: it is supported by the Federal Government who takes little interest in so
distant an Institution.

June 22. 1 cannot excuse my idleness, but I confess I have been a very bad
correspondent. Tomorrow I start for the Yo Semite valley, and intend to work
my way thence to Virginia City and so across the plains.

June 23. My saddle-bags are packed, and I am ready for a start this after-
noon. I shall keep you constantly informed of my movements: it is by no means
impossible that I may find the overland route too hard travelling, return to San
Francisco, and go round to New York by Panama.

I have had the best advice as to what I had better take with me, but if 1
should turn back you must not reproach me for a want of perseverance: I bind
myself by no promise, but hold myself quite free to go on or come as the spirit
moves me.

This climate of San Francisco is charming: taking all the year round it is
probably one of the best in the world, cool in summer and mild in winter: fruit
and flowers all the year round, lovely scenery within easy distance, easy com-
munication by land or sea, electric telegraph, and every luxury and comfort
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the soul can desire.

Mr Booker, the consul,*® has been very kind, as he always is to English trav-
ellers: Lascelles™ is staying in this Hotel, and on the 3d of next month starts for
England via St. Thomas': he is suffering from some sort of ophthalmia which is
very trying to him: the more so that he has so few companions or friends here:
he is not allowed to read, and has to sit in a darkened room: he has a good
servant, however, to take care of him.

At a party last night, I met a Miss Mowry, who also goes to the Yo Semite
tomorrow, so we shall travel part of the way together: she is a strong minded
girl, an orphan without brother or sister, and she told me she was going to
travel in Bloomer costume.

Good-bye my dear Father,
Your affectionate Son,

Edmund Hope Verney.

Coulterville. California.
June 25, 1865.

My dear Father,

On Friday afternoon I left San Francisco on my travels: leaving at four o’clock
by a river-steamer, I reached Stockton at 2. A.M: being now fairly on the road I
did not indulge in the luxury of a bed, but slept on the deck, and at six on
Saturday morning left Stockton by Stage Coach on the Sonora road: passing
the small town of Knight’s Ferry,* I changed coaches at about 3. P.M. at a way-
side house called the Crimea House: the new coach was but a covered waggon
on somewhat sorry spring, and after a couple of hours rough jolting, I was not
sorry when the driver offered me a ride for the rest of the journey on a return
horse: this change was most grateful, and I arrived here last night at eight o’clock,
about half an hour before the stage: I was too much worn out to enjoy the
scenery thoroughly but it was from some points of view glorious: at the top of
one hill the road opened out on a vast amphitheatre of hills, the like of which I
never before beheld: [the pine is the most observable tree, but the hills are
lightly timbered, and other foliage is intermixed, giving an impression quite
different from the grand monotony of the gloomy pine forests of the north.]

The grass is all dried up, so that the ground between the trees shows out
yellow, but large rocks and boulders, and gullies washed out by the heavy
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rains in winter, diversify the scene. At the bottom of this amphitheatre winds a
rapid muddy stream, marked in the map as Horse[s]hoe creek: all the streams
in this country are muddy, owing perhaps to the softness of the red soil, but
also to the extensive mining operations: through one little gap in the opposite
side of the amphitheatre could be seen mount Diablo,” and a portion of the
plain level as a sea, which we passed through during the first forty miles of our
drive yesterday morning. Nearly the whole of this plain is in a high state of
cultivation, producing grain, now being harvested.

Coulterville is but a small dull place, principally remarkable as the termina-
tion of carriage way to the Yo Semite valley.* Today is indeed to me a day of
rest; and tomorrow morning I start on horseback for the valley with a young
man of the name of Coulter, the son of the godfather of the village, and a gun-
smith of the name of Robinson: we are to take our own provisions with us, and
to camp out: I hope I shall be able to write you something interesting about this
famous valley.

Young Coulter had a brother shot in this Hotel about a year ago, by the man
who keeps the livery stable here: it was done coolly and purposely when the
man was drunk, but he was acquitted by the jury: it seems he belonged to the
“Union League”, in which men bind themselves to stand by each other through
thick and thin, right and wrong: young Coulter, with whom I go tomorrow, is
determined to take the murderer’s life some day: he is just biding his time, as
he naturally does not wish to be hanged for it, and if the jury were composed of
League men, they would be sure to bring him in guilty.

There is no parson here, but there is a Sunday school, one of the teachers of
which rides in every Sunday ten miles. This is said to be elevated 2500 feet
above the sea: it is very hot and very dry: the paper I write on curls up with
dryness, and one drinks gallons of water.

June 27. Yo Semite Valley. On Monday morning, when the time arrived for
starting, George Coulter had not been able to find his horses, so I joined a Mr &
Mrs Baker, and came here with them: [We travelled on horseback, accompa-
nied by a guide, and what few articles we required were strapped on to the
saddles.]*' they proved to be very nice people indeed, and knew the Bishop of
Columbia,* having travelled with him the other day from Panama to San Fran-
cisco. Mr Baker is an ironmonger of Sacramento, and his wife is the jolliest
little woman in the world: although this alteration in my plans is much more
expensive, as it involves a share in a guide, and stopping at the Hotels, it is of
course far pleasanter.

[Mrs. Baker possessed in an eminent degree the art of at once putting a
stranger at his ease, and, like most American ladies, thoroughly understood
the leading topics of the day, and how to express herself clearly and intelligi-
bly.]** Mrs Baker has been singing like a martingale [nightingale] all day, [and
as we rode through the forests her clear sweet voice rang out the patriotic melo-
dies the late rebellion has given birth to and cherished.]*
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But I suppose I must tell you a little about it: well! you know Mama says I
am the worst hand possible at descriptions, so I will say that we left Coulterville
at 9. A.M: we three and a guide: after travelling up the hills all the forenoon by
a dusty waggon road [soft with a reddish impalpable dust that found its way
everywhere where it ought not,] through merely pretty scenery, with occasional
glimpses of distant views, [the glorious snow-capped valleys and plains to the
westward,] we reached soon after noon a cave called the Bower Cave: this was
not a very remarkable sight, but worth seeing, as it was on the road: the owner
of it [the Frenchman and his wife| keeps a wayside house where are good but-
ter, cream, and eggs, which are one great attraction, and the other is that the
weary heated traveller can spend an hour in the cool cave: [At the bottom is a
deep pool of clear green icy water, by the side of which grow a couple of trees
whose topmost branches are level with the ground above . . . . among which
swallows and squirrels make their homes.]* a few stalactytes from the lime-
stone roof are pretty, but still nothing very remarkable.

After refreshing ourselves we went on to our resting-place, Black’s [—a way-
side house], distant about 18 miles from Coulterville: here we arrived at about
half-past four, and after shaking off a little of the dust, sat down to absolutely
the best meal I have had in California; just plain meat and farm produce, but
oh! so good and genuine [—so we made merry over our excellent fare.]* Then
I slept on my Scotch plaid in the verandah [with my saddle-bags for a pillow].
This morning June 27. 1865. we left Black’s at half past six, and followed only
a mule trail: there is, as yet, no road into the valley from Black’s, a distance of
about thirty-six miles. Our way lay through much finer scenery, with grand
views at times, now towards the coast range, now towards the Sierra Nevadas:
the forest was never thick, but consisted principally of spruce or sugar pine
thinly growing in a red sandy soil, with granite or trap boulders and knobs
cropping up. [A group of these boulders was arranged in a hollow form like
Stonehenge, enclosing an area about fifty feet in diameter, and a round boulder
on top of a slab seemed as if it must have been placed there by human hands.]*
The light underwood was often of the manzanita, a celebrated mountain wood
[which takes a fine polish, but is seldom found to grow to any thickness and
can only be used in veneers], and although the time for wild flowers was said
to be passed, I thought the flowers in bloom were exquisite, and many, indeed
most, were quite new to me: as we reached higher levels, the varieties varied,
and we found large quantities of sweet white azalias.

Then at last we topped the hill overlooking the valley, and that was a grand
sight: [Its remarkable feature was that it appeared to be an enormous rent in
the rocks, whose perpendicular sides had opened out.]* of course, what struck
one was the depth of the valley, not the height of the hills: but now from the
bottom, as one looks up, the height of the hills strikes me with awe, and they
are the more impressive that all are nearly precipitous: the waterfalls that we
saw in riding up the valley were ornamental, but not striking; it is necessary to
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visit them to appreciate them, and that is the object of our visit here. A river
[which is seen like a bright serpentine line] runs through the perfectly flat level
rich soil of the valley, at times spreading out into a lake, and the scene is beau-
tiful as fairy-land.

[The descent occupied about an hour, and was tedious from its steepness
and the roughness of the trail, and when we reached the foot we had still five
miles to go to the hotel at the east end of the valley. The trail lay through per-
fectly level park land, with long rich grass, and it abounded in picturesque
retired spots, where nothing could be heard but the murmuring of the river
and the distant thundering of the falls . . . . The melting snows threw their
waters over the precipices at many points, but we saw only one of the grand
falls, the Bridal Veil.]*

However, at a quarter past five, we arrived at the Hotel, pretty tired on the
whole. Here we find a party of about a dozen [people staying there, besides
one or two picnic parties living in tents by the river-side], and among them two
young ladies in Bloomer costume: Now as we approached the Hotel, we met
three young ladies riding with a gentleman, two Bloomers and one petticoat:
now here be it recorded that the Bloomers had the best of it by far [well fitted
for this kind of travel]; Mrs Baker regretted that she had not brought her Bloomer
rig: as far as comfort and appearance go, all young lady tourists should be
Bloomers. This evening we procured a violin and a guitar, and what with qua-
drilles, chorus songs, [patriotic songs] and co[u]ntry-dances, we have spent a
hilarious evening: for a partner in a country-dance, give me a Bloomer.

Now, adieu; I must send this off by a party leaving the valley tomorrow
morning, and [ am glad to think that you should have so late news of

Your affectionate Son,

Edmund Hope Verney.

Yo Semite. California.
June 28. 1865.

Dear Father,

This morning did a letter for you go by a party that started for Coulterville,
so I continue my scattering remarks.

I should not be surprised if waterfalls surpassing the Yo Semite falls should
some day be discovered on the coasts of British Columbia. I have in some of
those inlets seen scenery more impressive than this, and mountains much higher,
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but I do not remember to have seen perpendicular precipices of equal height:
the remarkable feature of this valley is that it appears to be a reft in the moun-
tains, where a perpendicular crack has opened: it is a valley of unexpected
depth, the mountains on their [illegible] sides not being very steep, and so the
sudden fall of the streams into the valley are such marvellous works of nature.
This morning we visited the Mirror Lake, where the mountains approach very
nearly on either side, and are perfectly reflected in a small sheet of still water:
the effect is quite unique: one feels as if suspended in space; endless heights
above, and boundless depths below, but this is only seen to perfection in the
early morning, [when the air is still and clear, and] before the sun shines di-
rectly on the water.

June 29. 1865. Today I have visited the two finest falls of the valley, [that is,
those which contain the largest bodies of water,| the Vernal and the Nevada
falls, both on the same stream, the latter being above the former: [For the latter
part of the way they can only be approached on foot, over a rude trail through
forest and among boulders.|* the sight was certainly very impressive, and I
think far superior to anything of this sort I have ever witnessed: the water
thunders down over the granite mountains in the former case 300 and in the
latter case 900 feet: [The Vernal Fall is the one first reached, but its roaring
appeals to the ear and its spray to the touch long before it is seen.]* the Vernal
fall is on the whole the most impressive, as it is quite unbroken, while the Ne-
vada fall strikes the side of the rock about half-way down: [The rushing of such
a volume of water produces a constant and unvarying wind, while]* a great
deal of spray in each case damps the ardour of those who seek the most pictur-
esque points of view. [Thus the soil is always moist, even during the hottest
summers, and the trees and bushes are luxuriant, but all bow in one direction
before the prevailing wind.

A very narrow trail made along the slippery face of a naked rock, leads from
one waterfall to the other. The precipice over which the water pours has to be
ascended by two long flights of ladders, the results of much perseverance and
ingenuity; after which we come to the connecting quarter of a mile of smooth
swift water. The ceaseless flow has worn the rocks away in circular basins, and
the stream runs from one into another as if they were artificial.

The top of the Nevada Fall may be reached by laborious climbing, but it is
beyond the route of most tourists, and there is little to reward one for the labour
of the ascent. Precipitous rocks so lofty are probably to be found nowhere else
in the world, and the effect is bewildering.|*

I have certainly realized today more than yesterday the grandeur of the stu-
pendous mountain rocks that appear to overhang us: I noted this more particu-
larly this evening, when I was washing some clothes in the stream.

June 30. Today we have visited the Yo Semite Fall, the one opposite the ho-
tel, not half an hours walk, but it seemed somewhat tame after our sights of
vesterday: [The Yo Semite Fall is the highest in the world, 2548 feet; but it is
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caught by the rocks in two places, dividing it into three falls; the lower one is
about 700 feet high, while the upper is about 1448 feet, and between the two is
a series of rapids rather than a fall.]* it is remarkable how a waterfall is ever
changing, swayed from side to side by currents of air: I think one never gets
tired of watching a waterfall. [I despair of being able to convey ... the emotions
experienced at the sight of these stupendous falls. The enormous size both of
them and of the mountains of rock is almost stupefying; the eye wanders up
higher and higher, till the brain quite loses the power of judging heights and
distances. . . .*

I shall always remember my visit to the Yo Semite Fall with peculiar plea-
sure, because of the unreserved friendliness with which a party of American
ladies and gentlemen at once freely admitted me to their society, knowing noth-
ing of me except that I was a British sailor.]* The pleasant companions I have
had here have just made all the difference of my enjoying my visit: indeed they
have been almost too pleasant as I shall leave them with sincere regret: and
indeed I have been charmed and delighted with all the party, and not the two
young Bloomers only: my companions, Mr and Mrs Baker have been full of
interesting conversation, and many an interesting discussion have we had on
the comparative advantages of our forms of government: every evening we
have had singing and feminine games.

But withal, I am at this moment sorely tempted to return to San Francisco
and to go by Panama: travelling alone is after all but poor fun, for so long a
time: but I am sure that I shall hereafter regret it if I do not see everything that
is to be seen: I miss having neither letters nor newspapers, but, thank God, I am
strong and well, and I dare say the time on the overland journey will pass
quickly enough.

July 2. 1865. This morning, after a short ride of sixteen miles, I arrived at
Coulterville with my charming Bloomer companions. One gets to know people
very well in a short time on such journeys as this, and my fair companions
have quite won my heart: indeed their society has done much towards the
enjoyment of my excursion which otherwise would be very lonely: it is pleas-
ant to be able to discuss the state of American society, and to compare it with
the English: my return journey from Yo Semite has passed too quickly.

July 3. Sonora.* [Illegible]. Que je suis desole: my heart is broken: we left
Coulterville at midnight and soon after 6. A M. I parted with my two dear,
charming, sweet, little bloomers: they went to Stockton en route for San Fran-
cisco, while I came on here: I know you will not sympathize with me one bit: 1
know thatin a few days I shall only think of them as a sweet dream, but having
lived intimately with them for a week, I do to-day miss them very much in-
deed: I could not feel tired or discouraged while I had to cheer them, but now
my bit of sunshine has vanished: I had no sleep last night of course; I am very
cross and grumpy and it is raining cats and dogs, a thing unheard of in Califor-
nia at this time of year, and evidently a perverse trick on the part of the weather
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purposely to annoy me.

Well: I suppose that instead of growling I ought to be thankful for the week'’s
great pleasure I have had, but it is sad to think that I shall probably never see
nor hear of my companions again. While I accompanied the party, I was treated
with great distinction, it not being quite clear whether I was husband, brother,
or cousin to one of the young ladies, or which. Now I am a solitary batchelor,
shoved away anywhere: no more singing or games in the evening;:

I arrived here® soon after ten this morning, the stage for Mokelumne Hill
started at seven, so I have to wait here until tomorrow, a good opportunity to
have clothes washed, and to effect certain repairs of garments. The mountain
scenery may be considered to have ended at Coulterville, and our journey this
morning was through rather monotonous hilly country: for the next day or
two, I believe the character of the country is the same, and then, I cross the
Sierra Nevadas to Virginia City: that, I am told is very fine. This day month I
left Victoria: how the time has flown by, and how little I seem to have done:
however, [ am now fairly en route for the East.

July 5. Latrobe. Leaving Sonora yesterday morning at9. I reached Mokelumne
Hill* at 5.30. Travelling thus alone, makes an unfavourable contrast to my
delightful time at Yo Semite: I am tempted to return at once to San Francisco:
the father of one of my darling little Bloomers is a stockbroker: perchance he
wants a clerk: oh! how happily could I end my days as a stockbroker’s clerk in
San Francisco.

By the way, the following is an inscription on a rock at Yo Semite;

Thy beautys [sic] dear Yo Semite
shall never be forgot
By such a poor fool as
Yours truly. R.]. Scott.

On my way from Sonora I met a Lady and Gentleman who had just come
from the Big Trees: they told me that the slab bearing the name “Florence” had
arrived safely, and been put up in its place, and that purity of the marble was
greatly admired, being whiter than any other there: It is a piece of Californian
marble that I selected.

There were great 4™ of July doings at Mokelumne Hill last night, fireworks,
and a ball which [ honoured with my presence in travelling dress. I was greatly
diverted by the American custom of calling out the directions for the figures in
quadrilles and country-dances, like a dancing school. I danced one with a little
girl of ten years old, as sharp as a weasel. Ileft the ball-room at 1.30. A.M., put
my baggage into the stage, then got in myself and went to sleep: we started at
4. A M. and™ reached the Latrobe railway station, whence I now write, at 11.
AM. Thave to wait until 7.30. PM. for a train. Latrobe is but an unimportant
place consisting of a few houses.

July 6. By train 7.30. PM. I left Latrobe last night, reaching Shingle Springs
in a couple of hours;* thence by [a six-horse] stage I reached this place,
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Placerville at about 11. PM., and incited much indig[nation] in mine host be-
cause I preferred sleeping on my own blankets on the floor to paying for a bed:
I argued that it was a free country where you had no right to make a man
happy against his own will. This morning at half-past four I got up to go on to
Virginia City by stage, but when the coach arrived it was full: two gentlemen
had engaged six seats, that they might sleep at their ease: the night being far
spent, I asked one of them to rent me one of their three seats, but he stated that
the pleasure of obliging me on his arrival at Placerville, was not the motive that
had induced him to engage three seats at San Francisco: I begged him not to let
it prey upon his mind, and I don’t think it did, as I saw him settled down in his
feather pillow for another nap as the stage drove off: there will be another
coach at noon which I shall probably get on by, but I shall thus miss some of the
scenery by daylight.

This is quite a nice little town, with trees in the streets, and ice in the hotels.
[Many of its houses are of brick or stone, and well built.]”* This is however the
third serious delay I have had since parting with my Bloomers, and I am anx-
ious to get on. The nearer I get to the overland route, the better accounts do I
hear of it, although strictly speaking I am on it now: as far as Virginia City. the
country is all settled up; the roads are [always kept in first-rate order; during
the summer] sprinkled every night, so [kept hard]. the six-horse coaches [are
first-class,] make good time, and light travel.

[the six horses are always carefully chosen and well matched, and the driv-
ers are selected for their skill and good character. It is said that some of the
‘tallest’ driving in the States may be seen on this road, and, as far as my experi-
ence goes, I certainly never saw such driving. One passes heavy waggons drawn
by long teams, both journeying east and west; the road is often narrow and
steep, with sharp turns; and when the driver, rapidly swinging his six horses
round a bluff, sometimes comes suddenly on a waggon labouring up the hill,
only great skill and experience, and firm nerve, prevent either a collision on
the one hand, or a capsize on the other. The hills are descended at full gallop,
and ascended at a smart trot. Atone place it became necessary for us to go very
near the edge of the steep; the earth crumbled and sunk under the outer wheels,
and for a moment the coach heeled over a little, but, at the pace we were going,
soon recovered itself. Accidents are very rare.]™

July 7. 1865. Virginia City. Atnoon yesterday I left Placerville by the stage,™
and shortly after sunset we reached the summit of the Sierra Nevada Moun-
tains, whence the view is magnificent: mountain after mountain rolled away in
the distance as far as the eye could reach: during our ascent we followed the
course of the American river, a mountain stream; the road was a good one, but
we saw from time to time the old [emigrant] road over the mountains, looking
about as impracticable as a road can look. [Anything less like a road, or more
like the track of an avalanche could scarcely be imagined;]” Then we drove
down the Eastern slope of the mountains at a break-neck pace, the driver
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steering his six in hand like a jolly-boat round the sharp curves: pretty consid-
erable tall driving, you bet! Presently we saw lake Tahoe among the trees, and
followed its shores for nearly twenty miles, and then even Sierra Nevada scen-
ery by moonlight failed to keep me awake, and I slept the troubled sleep of
the wicked.

[All day I had been jolted on the top of the coach, but when night came I
took my place inside, where was a vacant seat. This was my first experience of
a night spent in a Concord coach. Looking back to my first middle-watch as a
midshipman, to my last middle-watch as a lieutenant, or to my first night after
I caught the measles, I can remember no night of horror equal to my first night’s
travel on the Overland Route. . ..

An American friend, who had himself crossed the plains, had recommended
me to bring an air-pillow. This became my mainstay:]** I have an air pillow
with a hole in the middle: in the day time I sit on it, or lean back against it, and
at night I put it on round my neck, and it keeps my head from being bumped:
no one except a man who has crossed the pampas, can know what the jolting of
a stage is like, be he never so pampered, or the weariness of the fatigue this
jolting induces. At 1. A.M. we reached Carson City, and I got out and walked
once round the stage [while the horses were being changed, and were amused

Cave Rock, Lake Tahoe, north view. (Nevada Historical Society)
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by a lady who had no money herewith to pay her fare any farther, and at the
same time declined to alight. The mail agent was in an awkward fix: he did not
like to engage in a fray in the dead hours of the night, as the awakened
neighbours would be sure to side with the woman they did not know, for the
pleasure of abusing the man they did know; and yet if he allowed her to pro-
ceed, the amount of her fare would be charged against his pay. At last, how-
ever, he was persuaded to leave her in possession by her assurance that she
was a person of great consideration, owning houses <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>