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Rabbi on the Comstock 
The Irrepressible Herman Bien 

1864 -1865 

JOHN P. MARSCHALL 

Herman Milton Bien had been no stranger to controversy when he arrived at 
Virginia City, Nevada Territory, early in 1864. His youth, energy, idealism, and 
musical and linguistic talents were his greatest assets and liabilities. He had 
been a failed editor and publisher, a successful writer and producer of dramas, 
and a passionate supporter of the Reform movement in Judaism. His goal in 
Nevada was to provide much-needed religious leadership to the booming Vir­
ginia City, while espousing the nationalism of the new Republican Party. Al­
though Bien's tenure was short, he made contributions to the religious and 
intellectual lives of hundreds of Jewish citizens and also attempted to break 
some radically new ground in Nevada state law. Bien's earlier work in San 
Francisco has received attention in other sources, but his roles in Nevada as 
rabbi, assemblyman, and artist have not been explored. That he appears to have 
been the first functioning rabbi to serve as an elected state legislator is one 
notable aspect of his Nevada career.l 

While Bien gained prominence as a dranlatist and state assemblyman, he 
also was a controversial presence for those Jews in this western mining com­
munity who were confronted for the first time with a religious figure prepared 
to reform their traditional understanding of how Judaism should be practiced 
in Am.erica. Virginia City was one of the largest mining districts in the West. It 
was internationally famous and set the general pattern of what mining towns 
would look like throughout the rest of the century. Virginia City not only ex­
perimented with avant-garde technologies, it also addressed the problem of 
shaping from the rugged outback a society with a citizenry that reflected many 
religions and ethnic groups. The way in which these issues were resolved on 
the Comstock Lode may be regarded as a prototype of the nineteenth-century 

John P. Marschal1 is emeritus professor in the Department of History at the Univer­
sity of Nevada, Reno. He is currently writing a cOlnprehensive history of Jewry and 
Judaism in Nevada from 1850 to the present and may be reached at jmarscha@source.net. 
He gratefully acknowledges research support for the present article from the Nevada 
Humanities Committee and the Charles H. Stout Fotmdation. 
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rural industrial community. As a liberal rabbi and staunch Unionist, Bien would 
seem to have been a perfect fit in the cosmopolitan and plura listic atmosphere 
of the Comstock. Virginia City's Jewish community, however, was divided 
within itself along religious, political, and ethnic lines. Religious practice was 
not always a top priority in Nevada's frontier period, but Bien wore his reli­
gion on his sleeve as he publicly tackled issues of educational, religious, and 
political reform.2 

MAKING WAVES ON SAN FRANCISCO BAY 

Herman Bien ·was born on April 26, 1831, in Naumburg, near Kassel in 
Kurhessen, Germany, to Emanuel M. and Esther Bien- the fourth of ten chil­
dren. His early religious education was from, his father, who was a respected 
Judaic instructor, lithographer, and rabbi. Herman matriculated in the Teach­
ers' Seminary at nearby Kassel and after gradua tion filled several teaching posts. 
His ,mentor in one of these posts was an early reformer, Dr. David Einhorn, 
who later settled in Baltimore. Coming to the United States in 1854, Bien took a 
position as assistant teacher in New Haven and by 1856 was on his way to San 
Francisco, where he introduced himself at the age of twenty-five as the "Rever­
end Dr." Herman Bien. Although he gave ample evidence of advanced educa­
tion, his European ordination and doctoral credentials were soon to be chal­
lenged by those who considered him too liberal and brash.3 

San Francisco's newly established Congregation Emanu-El had recently ter­
minated the scholarly Polish-born rabbi, Julius Eckman, who was fifty years of 
age. The congregation's heavily German membership had chafed under his 
peculiar Sephardic pronunciation of Hebrew. The trustees turned to the younger 
and more spirited Bien on a trial basis. He was hired in March of 1856 as lec­
turer and teacher, and officiated at the High Holy Days of that year. Some hackles 
were raised early on when he appeared before the ark of the Torah wearing the 
headgear of the ancient high priest with an inscription meaning Sacred to the 
Lord. More criticism was leveled when he held a memorial service in the new 
synagogue for the recently killed Christian edito~ of the San Francisco Bulletin, 
James King.4 Julius Eckman got off the first salvo by questioning Bien's cre­
dentials in the pages of the widely read Cincinnati-based A.'merican Israelite. 5 

Bien's somewhat lame response was simply to state that he had documents 
from the Baltimore rabbi, Dr. David Einhorn, as well as other educational cer­
tificates. Rabbi Isaac Meyer Wise, editor of the Arnerican Israelite and an early 
promoter of the Reform movement, took the occasion to join Eckman in his 
criticism of Bien by asking: "[Who] is this bare-faced arrogance of a man whose 
name is scarcely known to ten of our readers, and who was an assistant 
teacher in New Haven?/l6 In spite of the criticism at home and in the East, Bien 
clearly had support at Emanu-El, while Eckman, the Pole, was favored at the 
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predom_inantly Polish-speaking congregation, Shearith Israel. San Francisco's 
Judaism was experiencing a struggle over ritual language and the extent to 
which traditional Orthodox practices should be accommodated to modernity. 
Jews from France, England, Germany, and western Poland under Prussian rule 
had migrated heavily to the West. Some of these latter had been exposed to the 
so-called Enlightenment reform of Judaism in Germany, while others dung to 
traditional Orthodox ways. The Minhag, or ritual language, could be Polish or 
German. While the memberships of both congregations in San Francisco were 
divided by language, they were also riven internally by disagreements over 
the level of accommodation to the American practices of mixed-gender seating 
and organ music, which were prohibited by the Orthodox.7 

Within a month of his temporary appointment at Temple Emanu-EI, Bien 
published the first Jewish newspaper in the West, The Voice of Israel. His co­
editor was Henry J. Labatt, a prominent California attorney of Sephardic back­
ground.8 Within three months, Julius Eckman-still without permanent ap­
pointment in a congregation-started another publication, The Weekly Gleaner. 
,The Voice of Israel had an immediate circulation of two thousand, but it was 
unable to compete with Eckman. Bien's paper routinely carried political com­
mentary reflecting the editors' Republican bias as well as other material not 
directly related to Jewry or Judaism. Although praised by the popular Daily 
California Alta, the paper received less than complimentary reviews from its 
Jewish competitors in the East. It appears to have been too broad in its news 
coverage for the estimated thirty thousand potential California Jewish sub­
scribers, who preferred copy that was more specifically Jewish. By April of 
1857, the Gleaner had run the Voice out of business, and Eckman hastily altered 
its name to The Weekly Glean.er, as a Voice to Israel-presumably to pick up Bien's 
former subscribers and perhaps to underscore his rival's failure. 9 

Upon termination of his temporary synagogue appointment in February 1857, 
followed by the folding of his newspaper, Bien tried his hand at business, oper­
ating a jewelry store on Stockton Street until 1858. This initiative was also a 
failure, and he turned to writing a German-language musical extravaganza, 
Samson and Delilah, which successfully played to packed houses. Even his 
archrival at the Gleaner acknowledged Bien's status as "Reverend," adding that 
his play's success warranted its translation into English. Concerning his rab­
binical credentials, it is perhaps telling that Bien announced that the proceeds 
of his play would be used to allow him to complete "certain studies II at Ger­
man universities. The lavishness of the scene designs and sets, orchestra, band, 
and choir doubtless contributed to the success of the playas well as to the fact 
that Bien made no money on the production. To make ends meet he started a 
private Jewish school in 1859, which competed successfully for a year with 
schools run by Rabbi Eckman and the Polish-born Rabbi Elkan Cohn, who had 
been named the permanent rabbi at Temple Emanu-El.lO At the same time Bien 
continued to perform marriages and officiate at High Holy Days for several 
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temporary Jewish congregations which had arisen in the shadows of the two 
existing synagogues. The proliferation of congregations reflected the deep reli­
gious factionalisu1 which was prevalent during these turbulent times. 11 

In the summer of 1860 Bien rehlrned to the role of editor, launching a new 
weekly, The Pacific Messenger. It ran three pages of English with a fourth in 
Gennan. Isaac Meyer Wise reviewed it in The American Israelite as advocating 
neither orthodoxy nor reform particularly. Wise took the occasion, however, to 
rebuke Bien for using the titles Reverend and Doctor. Julius Eckman added his 
own objections to the paper's blatant Union proclivities. At issue was the dis­
play of Union and Confederate flags on houses of worship in the North and 
South, which Eckman considered a violation of church-state separation. Bien, 
to the contrary, had argued in favor of flying only the Union flag over northern 
synagogues as the nation entered its war over slavery and secession. "Hoist 
your Flags," he wrote. "When you pray let the ensign of the Union float over 
your heads and pray even that these stars may never wander from the glory of 
Liberty and Union! "U Although hailed by the Marysville Appeal for his public 
spirit and opposition to '/dead customs," Bien wjthdrew fron1 editorial respon­
sibility within two months. He was flat broke. Having lost his membership in 
the Jewish Eureka Benevolent Society for nonpayment of dues, he was filled 
with self-pity. He eked out a living performing occasional religious services as 
well as in continued short-lived ventures as a school headmaster. Indeed, in 
the period 1858 to 1863 he opened and closed five private schools at various 
locations in San Francisco. 

All of this speaks to the state of the rabbinate in the middle of the nineteenth 
century. The moden1 expectation is that anyone claiming to be a rabbi would 
be certified by a duly authorized organization of Orthodox, Conservative, or 
Reforn1 rabbis. Such groups did not exist in the1850s in the U"nited States. Eu­
ropeans trained in Talmudic and Scriptural lore custolnarily received a cer­
tification either from a recognized school or from a respected and well-known 
teacher. Some, like Herman Bien, as well as the very sllccessful Jacob Voorsanger, 
were not formally ordained rabbis. The rivals of the famed Isaac Meyer Wise 
questioned even his rabbinical title. His Cincinnati congregants and readers of 
his moderately Reform Israelite, however, did not begrudge his claim. Most 
congregations in America were established by laymen who then invited whom 
they deemed fit to serve as rabbi and at the pleasure of the congregation's board. 
Rabbis trained in Europe, who had been taught to consider themselves 
the ultimate religious authOrity, were often thwarted by the men who paid 
their salaries. The result was what Hasia R. Diner described as Ilendiess 
arguments, disputes, and even occasionally physical confrontations." Un­
ordained rabbis "went from congregation to congregation, city to city, and 
disputes between them and the laity erupted everywhere.1I'13 Hernlan Bien 
fit this itinerant model as he sought respectability and a permanent congrega­
tional position. 
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In December of 1863 Bien finally received some recognition of his efforts. 
Attending the first m_eeting of the B'nai B'rith Library Committee, he was un­
expectedly called upon by the group to give a speech. According to one ob­
server, Bien declared that "his heart swelled with joy to see such a body of men 
assembled for such a noble cause."He then proceeded to extol the merits of 
reading as the best way to perfect one's mind. His remarks were regarded, it 
was said, as "appropriate and elegant."14 Within a few weeks, the beleaguered 
but energetic Herman Bien left San Francisco-after almost a decade~to begin 
a new career at Virginia City. 

MAKING A LTVTNG ON THE COMSTOCK 

Virginia City, with a population of no more than ten thousand, was in a 
temporary depression when Bien arrived early in 1864.15 Nevertheless, there 
were more than a hundred Jewish heads of households, who served the com­
munity mostly as merchants. According to the 1860 census, the Jewish popula­
tion was heavily German and Prussian. Demographers have often assumed 
the two were virtually synonytnous, but by reason of Prussia's annexation of 
eastern Poland in 1816, "up to 40 percent of Prussian Jewry, two-fifths of those 
... who Inight have been considered German or who listed themselves as hail­
ing from 'Germany,' actually lived in the former Polish territory."16 

Jewry on the Comstock was remarkably well organized. The Eureka Benevo­
lent Society, founded in November 1862, had eighty-five members when Bien 
arrived. Following the traditional religious duty to bury the dead, the society 
had purchased and consecrated an ornalnentally fenced cemetery at Cedar Hill 
on the outskirts of town. The Hebrew Self-Protecting Association arose to care 
for the needy, and n1..11nbered forty-four menlbers in 1864. B'nai B'rith Nevada 
Lodge No. 52 claimed sixty-nine members and was expected to double in a few 
months when business picked up. However, a rival, B'nai B'rith King Sololuon 
Lodge No. 64, was established in 1864. It claimed forty-two members and com­
peted with its fraternal brothers for leadership aInongst a Jewish population 
from all parts of Western Europe. Finally, Virginia City had its own correspon­
dent to The Hebrew, Louis Kaplan. Kaplan signed his dispatches "NESOP" (Posen 
spelled backwards), which was a clear acknowledgment of the presence of Poles 
from Posen on the Comstock and of The Hebreu/ s many California readers from 
this Pruss ian-controlled duchy of western Poland.]7 

Bien would not have come to Virginia City ·without an invitation from friends 
and some assurance of a warm welcome and an opportunity for work. Louis 
Kaplan likely was one acquaintance; Bien had officiated at the San Francisco 
wedding of his brother, Jacob Kaplan, in July 1860. The Virginia City Directory 
notes that both were Comstock residents in 1864. Jacob would have been one 
of those who attended Herman Bien's admission as a third-degree member of 
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B'nai B'rith Nevada Lodge No. 52. Bien also gravitated toward German frater­
nal organizations and patriotic societies. He was, however, a rabbi in search of 
a congregation. No sooner had he arrived than there appeared in the press an 
announcement of a public meeting of Virginia City Jews who had unanimously 
passed a resolution to unite in establishing a formal congregation. The resolu­
tion acknowledged the existence of a "sufficient number of our brethren 
dwell[ing] in one neighborhood" with the intention of worshiping God" ac­
cording to law and ancient customs," and having the ultimate purpose "to 
educate our children accordingly." It called for the appointment of a commit­
tee of seven to make it all happen. There was some ambiguity in the published 
announcement. While it acknowledged a unanimous consent for forming a 
congregation, it called for a committee lito make the necessary preparation, 
and issue a call for such a demonstration." The authorship of this public an­
nouncement is unknown, but there is evidence that Bien welcomed the pro­
posal. The Hebrew's correspondent, Louis Kaplan,later observed that Bien had 
presumed that upon his arrival a congregation would inevitably be formed. 
Bien had already experienced in San Francisco the disparity of opinions over 
congregational worship and practice, but he now assured hims If that his very 
presence would create the necessary numbers for a uni fied congregation. 1H 

The congregation did not materia1ize. The Jewish clientele of Virginia City 
was diverse in so many ways. There were those whose mother tongues were 
German, Yiddish, Polish, or English. Some did not wish to be distracted by 
religious observance while others would have liked to be kosher traditional­
ists. If any of these latter had read or heard of Bien's substitution at Temple 
Emanu-El in San Francisco of his own paraphrase of the Exodus account for 
the Haggadah at Passover, they would have automatically considered him too 
radica 1 to serve their needs. Although Bien consistently used the Minhag 
Ashkenaz (German ritual) for High Holy Days in San Francisco, there were 
those on the Comstock who would have preferred the Polish Minhag. 

The adaptation of Orthodox Judaism to the exigencies of modern times was 
a movement in process. It had begun in Germany shortly before mid-century, 
and its chief leaders in the United States were David Einhorn (leader of the 
most radical branch of Reform Judaism and Bien's former mentor) and Isaac 
Meyer Wise (leader of the more moderate Reform movement and Bien's former 
critic.) There was wide-ranging discussion among Reform-minded Jews about 
exactly how far one should go in making accommodations to modernity. Some 
simply wanted to anglicize the religious service, others wanted to introduce 
organ music, still others wanted to abolish gender-segregated seating, and a 
few favored moving the celebration of the Sabbath from Saturday to Sunday. 
Although Bien would consistently maintain observance of the Sabbath on 
Saturday, he was known to light a cigar on that day-which would have 
been anathema to anyone with traditional, i.e., Orthodox, sensibilities. 1Y Some 
Polish Jews would have been scandalized, while some German Jews could not 
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have cared less. Virginia City was a western exemplar of polyglot Jewry and 
diverse Judaic practices in which no single rabbi or worshiping duster of Jews 
could unanimously agree on the extent to which Judaism should accommo­
date itself in ritual language and religious practice to the exigencies of Ameri­
can life. 

By April of 1864 the talented Bien introduced at the Virginia City Opera 
House a play he had written and which New York City theatre lovers had been 
"enjoying for weeks." The five-act dramatic sensation, Leah the Forsaken, was 
performed by the Comstock's leading actors, Virginia Howard, Frank Lawlor, 
and Thomas McKeon, with new scenery and costumes.20 The opening night's 
review by The Virginia Evening Bulletin commented that Leah was a splendid 
lady filled with "lofty sentiment" and "many beautiful exemplifications of 
woman's intense, self-sacrificing love." Consequently, the Bulletin assessed, the 
play was linot of a character to suit the tastes of a Virginia audience. 'I The news­
paper, howeverl had miscalculated. The play "held the boards" for three suc­
cessive performances and the Bulletin ungrammatically quickly ate crow. "As 
with all things intrinsically good, though not quite to our tastel on first ac­
quaintance, force themselves on our admirations [sic] so the beautiful play Leah 
is forcing itself on the good opinion of Virginians." "Universal pressure" brought 
the play back to a "full house"two days after it officially closed. Alfred Doten, 
the newspaperman and diaristl attended its "well-played" performance Octo­
ber 16 and noted its continued popularity years after Bien was gone.21 While 
the play IS success did not give Bien instant credibility as a rabbil it promoted 
respect for his literary and dramatic talents, and may have contributed to his 
popularity as a potential candidate for political office. 

Demonstrating his longstanding conunibnent to religious education, Herman 
Bien announced in April his opening of a Hebrew school, or II academic semi­
nary" located at4 North B Street.22 He soon became active in the German Union 
Club (Verein) and in early October took over editorial responsibility for the 
failing German-language Nevada Pioneer. He shortly changed its name to the 
Nevada Staats Zeitung, a fervently Republican weekly. Isaac Meyer Wise, the 
leader of Reform Judaism and editor of the American Israelite had earlier shown 
little admiration for Bien. He took occasion, however, to praise the new publi­
cation. "While his leaders [headlines] are plulgent, his selections and original 
stories suit the intelligent German population of Nevada Territory. May suc­
cess attend him in his new home and his old sphere." The paper was, however, 
no more successful than Bien's previous editorial ventures in San Francisco, 
and he suspended publication by the end of the year.23 

Meanwhilel High Holy Days in October were more generally observed on 
the Comstock than in previous years. Louis Kaplan, in his regular letter to 
The Hebrew, rhetorically wondered: "Whether this fact was owing to the pres­
ence of a Rabbi or Reverend among us, or whether the Israelites hereabouts 
recovered from their bad ways and went heart and soul for reform, I know 
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Alfred Doten, newspapernlan and diarist in Virginia City. (Nevada Historical 
Society) 
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not." Evidence of the newfound piety was to be found in the windows of de­
serted Jewish stores on C Street. Placards "announcing 'Closed on account of 
the Holydays,' stared you in the face, look where you would."24 The fact is that 
two separate temporary synagogues were opened for the services. One was 
led by Dr. Bien and the other by trustees of the Hebrew Self-Protecting Asso­
ciation. Kaplan was anxious to dispel any suspicion of disunity within the Jew­
ish community (for which there was alnple evidence), and he offered the fol­
lowing explanation. Bien, he recorded, had earlier thought that by reason of 
his "clerical robes" he was entitled to start a congregation. He failed at that, 
wrote Kaplan, and became a schoolmaster. As the High Holy Days approached, 
Bien's friends encouraged him to open a place of worship. As was traditional 
one needed to purchase tickets for such special events. The Hebrew Self- Pro­
tecting Association Inembers saw an opporttmity to add to their "widows and 
orphans fund" by sponsoring their own service. 

Some members suggested that a compromise be struck and sent a Iidelega­

tion" to Bien charged with the task of uniting with him or separately engaging 
his services. liTo the credit of Dr. Bien it nlust be said, that he received the 
depu ta tion politely and after infonning thenl of his very moderate charge ($250 
for three sermons and service, reading, prayers) discharged them wi th the 
profoundest bow." The association unanimously rejected Bien's proposal, and 
developed its own plan. II Where all the Israelites caIne from/' Kaplan wrote, 
Ilmust have been a ... surprise to a stranger, but both places of worship were 
thronged with earnest and attentive people .... " He added that women in 
both places played a "conspicuous" role, though wryly noting they did this by 
"either reciting their prayers in silence or devotedly listening to the recitation 
of the Hezan [sic]." He concluded his letter to The Hebre'w by noting that /IJews 

are fond of good and easy living, and for that reason, fast-day [Yom Kippur], 
although occurring but once a year, pales Inany a face. Still, all seemed to bear 
it well, and but few left during the religious services."25 

When Nevada officially became a state a few weeks later, on October 31, 
1864, Hern1aI1 Bien was still running his Hebrew school, editing the Nevada 
Staats Zeitung, and officiating at marriages and funerals. He was a member in 
good standing with the Nevada Lodge No. 42 of the International Order of 
B'nai B'rith, and his play, Leah the Forsaken, had been performed yet again a few 
weeks before.26 Bien was popular enough to be called upon to deliver one of 
the speeches directed to "all loyal hearted men" celebrating Nevada's new 
statehood. Somewhere along the way he was encouraged to run for the first 
Nevada State Legislative Assembly representing Storey County, which included 
the mining areas of the Comstock. Although he may have carried SOUle nega­
tive baggage fronl his San Francisco experience, he was accorded the privilege 
of a fresh start-particularly among the Germans, whom he considered part of 
his constituency.27 He won the election. 

There are those twentieth-century commentators who have suggested that 
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Bien chose to publish a German newspaper with the specific purpose of devel­
oping a constituency to assure his election. They attribute the early demise of 
the publication to the fact that he no longer needed it. Such a cynical posture 
does not take into consideration his earlier commitment to the production of 
good reading in the areas of religion and patriotism and his need for a steady 
source of income. The paper's first edition was October 28-hardly enough 
lead time to develop a constituency before the November elections. The news­
paper did not survive for a host of reasons. First of all, Bien had a poor track 
record as a businessman, and second, he had twice misread the needs of his 
readership in San Francisco. Although he may have surmised that Nevada, the 
new "Battle-Born" State, was ready for Republicanism auf deutsch, he miscal­
culated once again. German immigrants may have had some nostalgia about 
their language and the old country, but for the most part they read and spoke 
English and wanted to be regarded as Americans. The earlier Nevada Pioneer, 
edited by Jake Hahnlen for a German audience, had failed after seven months, 
and Hahnlen's 1866 Deutsche Union was gone in six months. Finally, not all the 
news of the day was to be found in German translations of the latest Union 
victories in the war to the east. Front-page headlines in most Nevada papers 
carried news of the war as well as relating the all-important state of the local 
mining economy and its value in the San Francisco brokerage houses. Bien 
exercised poor judgment in attempting to publish the Staats Zeitung as an addi­
tional source of income. He may have had an inflated opinion of his own abili­
ties, and he certainly suffered from business naivete, but a crafty and cunning 
electioneer he was not. 28 

HERMAN BIEN, ESQUIRE: ASSEMBLYMAN 

Herman Bien took his oath of office December 13, 1864, and was accorded 
the title "Esquire" in the assembly's Journal. He approached this new responsi­
bility with customary energy and a focus befitting his interests. Within the week 
his colleagues appointed him to three standing committees: Education, Fed­
eral Relations, and Trade and Manufacture.29 He was among the first to intro­
duce bills. Assembly Bill (AB) 6, for example, provided for proper proof of 
citizenship to prevent fraudulent use of the suffrage. Other early initiatives 
included AB 13 to limit civil actions in courts of law, and AB 94, which would 
regulate the licensing of marriages. While none of these bills was enacted into 
law as originally proposed, remedies for some of the concerns which prompted 
them were incorporated into related bills. Bien and his Jewish colleague Henry 
Epstein were active in the debates to expedite the building of a railroad to Ne­
vada.30 The Gold Hill Daily News gave Bien a cheer in his first days working for 
Storey County. He was a solid, "creditable representative" -a "brick" -reported 
the News. 31 This positive assessment was quickly to change to open warfare, 
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when Bien opposed the editor of the Ne'ws for the office of state printer. 
The assembly first had to deal with an attempt to revive a defeated bill that 

had proposed printing costs which its opponents considered excessive. As a 
failed former editor and publisher, Bien knew as much (or more) about debili­
tating printing costs as any of the legislators, and his voice was raised" at length" 
in warning against the Ilexorbitant" rates reflected in the pending printing bill. 
He called the bill an Iioutrageous corpse," which should Ilremain dead, dead."32 
The assembly agreed and overwhelmingly refused to further consider the bill 
as it stood. The editor of the Gold Hill Daily News, Philip Lynch, 'was one of five 
nominees for the future position of state printer. He harbored a particular in­
terest in the rates proposed in the bill which Bien had criticized. Lynch attacked 
the rabbi unmercifully. "The Reverend Bien," wrote Lynch, is a Illegislative 
blowhard" and Ilan Ass." "The Reverend Gas-pipe is fond of hearing himself 
talk." Lynch likened him to a calf's head: Iiall gab and gutS."33 The following 
day~ January 10, the joint convention of senate and assembly voted on the nomi­
nees for the office of state printer. After nine inconclusive ballots lasting well 
into the evening, the convention adjourned. The candidate supported by Bien 
was John Church of the Virgin,ia Daily Llnion, who had been amassing votes 
with each successive ballot, while Lynch's numbers ren1ained stationary. 

Bien had been quite vocal in his opposition to Lynch's candidacy and was 
now sensitive to the editor's slurs on his knowledge of printing prices. Some­
time during the several votes for State Printer he rose to Lynch's bait, request­
ing the floor as a matter of personal privilege. For the occasion Bien had inex­
plicably taken to holstering a gun under his waistcoat. One of the two extant 
accounts of Bien's words and actions came from Lynch, who had a field day in 
the columns of his newspaper. IIIBien' (how that name irresistibly reminds one 
of wind) talks about resting his case Imit his lekal advisers,' mocking Bien's 
German accent. In the spirit of jocular western exaggeration, Lynch noted that 
"the Rabbi had a big mountain howitzer buckled to his back, and which flopped 
around fearfully while the little monkey was gesticulating ... . One of the 
members wrote out a motion to disarm the terrible Teuton, but failed to present 
it in due time./I He caricatured Bien's "long ears," I'kicking," and Ilhe-ha'ws" 
and then threa tened that" if the burro makes himself too disagreeable, we shall 
put a chestnut burr under his tail that will give him a chance to kick himself 
out of this COlTIlnunity. Go slow, Bien."34 

If Lynch had been attempting to discredit one of the most vocal opponents 
to his candidacy, the ploy backfired with Bien's colleagues. By January 11, sup­
port for Lynch as state printer had dwindled to one vote, two candidates had 
withdrawn, Joseph T. Goodman's votes had doubled, but Jo1m Church won 
the appointment handily- thirty-four votes to Goodman's seventeen.35 Now 
Lynch took out his frustration by attempting to drive a wedge between Bien 
and his coreligionists. The day after the final vote, Lynch stated that this 'Ihum_ 
bugil and "wretched booby" was not uniformly appreciated by some of our 
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Umost respected Israelitish [sic] citizens" of whom he had made inquiry. He 
publicly challenged Bien's constituency support, stating that uif he relies on 
his coreligionists for endorsement as a good man, he leans upon a broken reed. 1136 

The criticism was futile, which is not to say that intelligent and fair-minded 
Jews of Virginia City necessarily agreed with the politics or judgment of a man 
simply because he called himself a rabbi. Bien was beleaguered, but help was 
on the way. 

John Church, the successful nominee for the printing pose editorialized that 
the attacks by the Gold Hill Daily News Uon that gentlenlanl who occupies no 
inconsiderable place in our legislative hall, were in the extreme rude, uncalled 
for, and unprofessional. 11 Church's Virginia Daily Un.ion. then proceeded to pro­
vide the following ugist" of Bien's statement of January 11. The paraphrase 
is articulate, pointed, and witty. It may well have helped to seal the vote 
against Lynch. 

If I have to choose between being called an ass or a knave, J prefer the former. The 
coward who penned the lines in question, knew well that his grey hairs protected him 
frCIn the blow which he (a kicking donkey) deserved; knew well, that my profession as 
a Jewish Rabbi secured him against such wanton assaults. The only remedy left me is 
already in the hands of my legal advisers. My constihlency, particularly the German 
and Israelites, will know how to appreciate the blackguarding conduct of that old mis­
erable lnan. The stigma he places upon me shall not be an intiInidation in my course 
pursued in the State Printer Bill or any other measure, in honesty, and with energy at 
least to guard this young State from being "Lynched." 

Bien co-opted Lynch's characterization of him-stating his willingness "at 
all tinles" to be Uthe ass of the people, bearing their burden." UHoly Scripture," 
he continued, "records a speaking ass, but it was left for our time to learn of a 
'writing donkey' in the Gold Hill Daily Nnus." And then to the heart of the 
issue, he described Lynch as a "vile slanderer" who waited in the lobby salivat­
ing "in anticipation of seeing his Printing Bill passed and being made State 
Printer." As such, Lynch would have received $2.50 per thousand ems (the 
exorbitant rate opposed by Bien and advocated by Lynch), thus ffrobbing and 
swindling the people." He concluded by throwing the offending Gold Hill Daily 
News to the floor, stepping on it, and thus demeaning flits scurrilous and ma­
lignant insults, not offered alone to me individuallYI but to you, Mr. Speaker ­
this House-the entire Legislative body-· and the sovereign people of this 
State."37 Bien was standing on high oratorical ground, and the final vote for 
state printer was his vindication. 

Editor Lynch, however, did not let up. On January 131 Bien introduced a 
resolution to ameliorate the "feelings of dissensions" between the legislature 
and the governor, who had vetoed so many bills. He ca lled for a Joint sena te 
and assembly address to the govenl0r, "stating our grievance, and desiring his 
explanation thereto."3H Lynch's report of the assembly's actions bears little re­
semblance to the official account in the Journal of the Assembly. He references 
"Little Bien" whose "pedantic poppycock about' ancient Romans' and 'East-



Rabbi on the Comstock 179 

em battlefields' disgusted his hearers and he was called to order and told to 
Iblow his nose with his fingers and go on with the play.' He was asked if he 
didn't want the Gold Hill Daily News banished, etc., etc." Copies of other news­
papers are not extant to corroborate Lynch's account of the discussion. Clearly, 
however, Bien's opposition to his candidacy had become cause for a personal 
vendetta. 

The irrepressible Bien continued to be involved with every major issue com­
ing before the Nevada Assembly, and he also was one of several who wished to 
have the assembly adopt patriotic resolutions. On the afternoon of January 15, 
1865; two such resolutions were deferred until the following Monday evening. 
Lynch's account of the session ran as follows: "The sucking Melchisedec [sic] 
who pervades the Assembly Chamber of this State with the odor of his Rab­
binical sanctity, holds the uncircumcised of that body in mortal terror." Lynch 
then quoted the Territorial Enterprise's account of the assembly deliberations. 
Allegedly, Bien was still carrying a concealed revolver ("masked battery"), 
which prompted Assemblyman Henry Beck to offer a resolution that lithe Ser­
geant-at-Arms be ordered to capture said battery at all hazards." According to 
the Enterprise's account, Speaker Charles Tozer of Storey County declared the 
resolution "out of order" because the resolution did not call for seizure of Bien's 
alleged "arsenal" of weaponry?} The assembly's Journal reflects none of these 
events, leading one to wonder if the newspaper reporter was simply engaging 
in some playful exaggeration. "Horseplay in print was a standard Nevada com­
modity/' wrote Henry Nash Smith in his commentary on the journalistic antics 
of Mark Twain, who was reporter for the Territorial Enterprise at the Nevada 
Territorial Legislature in 1864,40 Herman Bien, in any casel was providing ample 
opportunity for ridicule by the Gold Hill Daily News editor. 

Lynch's account of the next day's event again focused on the II contemptible, 
cowardly little whelp, the Reverend Doctor Bien, of Storey, who in the nlixed 
character of a Rabbi, Legislator and bravo, harangues the Assembly of this State 
with the name of the Great Jehovah on his lips, and a loaded revolver on his 
ecclesiastical rump."41 According to the Journal of th.e Assernbly, Meyer 
Rosenblatt's bill to prohibit the carrying of concealed weapons was recom­
mended by the Committee of the Whole to be indefinitely postponed. During 
the discussion (as cited from the Enterprise by Lynch), Bien was reported to 
have said that when he first came to California his only weapons were the 
Word of God and his pen. However, "in his capacity as a legislator he had been 
compelled to wear as a defense a deadly weapon. (He referred to the Gold Hill 
News.) For he thought that a person who would attack a man's honor was equal 
to the crime of a midnight assassination." Mr. Edmond Patten of Storey 
County is said to have expressed regret that Bien had "from a meek follower of 
the lowly Jesus, become so demoralized as to carry a masked battery upon his 
person." Bien then rose and made it clear thatl as a rabbi, he had no such rela­
tionship to the "lowly Jesus." Assemblyman Samuel Denson of Carson City 
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stated his opposition to debating the "propriety of a clergyman or a gentleman 
with a white neck-tie [sic] carrying a weapon for the defense of his honor/I and 
hoped the matter would be indefinitely postponed. And so it was finished in 
the assembly, but Lynch was unrelenting. The Gold Hill Daily News editor rec­
ommended that "the hypocritical Pharisee" be "publicly cowskilmed" by the 
Jews of the Con1stock Ilupon whose ancient and revered faith his Iwalk [sic] 
and conversation' have cast a stain." Lynch promised no harm to Bien from his 
quarter and recommended he Ilput up his gun." And not to miss the chance at 
one last barb, he said the only weapon he had ever known Bien to use was 
"that with which Samson slew the Philistines- the jaw of an ass."42 

On January 17-the day on which the Gold Hill Daily News had quoted the 
Territorial Enterprise-- a resolution was brought to the floor of the assembly cit­
ing Willialn M. Gillespie, reporter for the Territorial Enterprise, for having ad­
mittedly printed 'Ipartial, garbled, and untruthful reports of the proceedings 
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of the Housell which are "unjust to its members and injurious to their constitu­
ents. 11 The resolution called for the Enterprise editor, Joseph T. Goodman, to 
"employ some competent and truthful gentleman" as his reporter. After Inuch 
debate, the matter was indefinitely postponed-with Bien casting the deciding 
vote. All three assemblymen (Patten, Beck, and Denson); who had been men­
tioned in the previous day's Gold Hill News article concenlill.g Bien, opposed 
the postponement. Whether or not the resolution was prompted by concern 
over the press coverage of Herman Bien is impossible to determine with cer­
tainty from the record because none of the above parties was ever consistently 
on the same side of the several issues under debate.43 

The patriotic resolutions--postponed earlier--came up on schedule on Mon­
day eveninglJanuary 19. Statements of loyalty to the Union had been presented 
for action in the Territorial Legislature in previous years. Because of the small 
but vocal minority of secessionists and northern Denl0cratic southern sympa­
thizers in Nevada, the debates were contentious and the resolutions barely made 
it out of committee.44 On Bien's motion the matters were considered by a COln­

mittee of the whole-the entire assembly. In spite of efforts to send them back 
to the Committee on Federal Relations, they passed overwhelmingly, twenty­
three to seven. Bien moved for adjournment after two and a half hours of de­
bate. Editor Lynch~with predictable exaggeration- alleged that Bien's reso­
lutions had already taken up three sessions and were still being discussed on 
January 21, when his paper went to press. Noting the size of the fabled beanstalk 
that Jack cut down, he estimated that the tim.e and energy that went into the 
resolutions would prove to be the most" gigantic" and costly "Bienl s talk" on 
record. In a separate story adjacent to the beanstalk item, Lynch thoroughly 
criticized the legislature for wasting time debating resolutions of patriotism 
when the state's loyalty was not in doubt. In an obvious reference to Bien, Lynch 
singled out "a menlber of the Assembly [who] is anxious for a cheap fame and 
reputation for patriotism as 'the author of the celebrated John Doe patriotic 
resolutions."'45 A few days later when Bien took out an ad in Carson City's 
Daily Morning Post, signing his name in connection with the International Or­
der of B'nai B'rith- l.O.B.B.-the Gold Hill newsman could not resist some 
digs. "As the 'Doctor' in question is in bad odor with the Israelites of this State, 
it may be well to state that the Carson organization is not the Hebrew order of 
the same initials, but the Insignificant Order of Blowhard Bien."46 Thus ended, 
for the time being, the Bien-bashing in the Gold Hill News. 

Several weeks later, in mid-February 1865, Bien was serving again as reli­
gious leader conducting the funeral of a six-year-old child who was apparently 
one of the darlings of the Jewish community. Louis Kaplan, correspondent to 
The Hebrew, wrote touchingly of the sorrow associated with the death of infants 
and children so common in the nineteenth century. "Many were the mourners, 
and deeply affected were they by the solemn prayers of Rev. Dr. H. M. Bien, 
who officiated as the minister at the burial."47 It is instructive that Kaplan did 
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not flinch from using Bien's titles, which had been questioned over the years 
by some of the San Francisco readers of The Hebrew. Perhaps it was Kaplan's 
way of stating that Bien had finally been accepted. 

BTEN CRITlQUES nm STOREY COUNTY SCHOOL SYSTEM 

Back in the legislature at Carson City, Bien's currency appeared to be run­
ning high since the appointment of the state printer. In early February of 1865 
the joint Senate and Assembly Education Committee had called for an investi~ 
gation concerning the condition of the schools in Virginia City. This led to the 
committee's appointment of Bien to serve as chair of a team of two (the other 
being Erastus Bond of Storey County) to review the books and papers of the 
Storey County Board of Education. They began their task in the first week of 
February and initially discovered that the financial report submitted to the state 
superintendent by the Storey County Board of Education was so defective that 
it was impossible II to form. a correct idea of income and expenditure. /I This was 
conceded by the "entire Board." While Bien and Bond supported the idea, in 
principle, of raising teachers' wages, they recommended retrenchment because 
the county was in fiscally "embarrassed circumstances." 

The two visited the COLU1ty facilities and found the Virginia City school house 
on F Street to resemble a "stable" representing a Iistanding reproach to the city 
and county./I It was ten by twelve feet in area, seven feet high, and was sup­
posed to serve fifty to sixty children. Ventilation was inadequate, the furniture 
"wholly unfit" for a schoolroom, and the playground nonexistent. The entire 
property was in such terrible condition that Bien adjudged it to be "a fit subject 
for the attention of a Grand Jury./I The lnatter was further sullied by the fact 
that certain members of the previous Storey County Board of Education had 
received a $2,000 bribe to arrange for the original purchase of the F Street prop­
erty for $7,000. The physical plants of all other schools from American Flat to 
Gold Hill were considered to be in good or excellent condi tionl and the teach­
ing was praised as /I creditable./I The team singled out certain teachers for their 
particular care and attention, while not casting any doubt on the competence 
of the others. 

Chairman Bien's report to the assembly on February 16 reserved some of its 
most serious criticism for the Honorable JohnA. Collins, member of the former 
Storey County Board of Education, former delegate to the Constitutional Con­
vention, and candidate in 1864 for the United States Senate.48 According to 
Bien, Collins had testified to the two investigators that when there was a need 
to be met in one of the schools, he would advance or borrow the funds and 
then seek reimbursement from the county board. One example of sloppy 
administration was his reimbursement for $1,400 in expenditures of which 
$1,000 could not be substantiated. Although Bien did not accuse Collins of any 
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wrongdoing, the appearance of impropriety was there. 
Finally, in what appears to have been a clear case of skullduggery, a lot for a 

school in the Fourth Ward was purchased by the former Storey County Board 
of Education for $3,000 of which $1,300 was to be paid immediately to the owner. 
This same property had been purchased on the same day by the same /I owner" 
from a third party for $1,200! The semblance of corruption or mismanagement 
had been rife, and the crusading Bien did not hesitate to uncover it. The re­
port-including detailed financial statements and the swon1 testimonials-was 
endorsed by the Education Committee chairman, Senator William Clagett of 
Storey County. He further recommended that the legislature enact a special 
law for the "regulation, government and reconstruction of the Public School 
system in Storey county. " 49 After much argumentation, it was decided that 
240 copies of the damaging report were to be published. However, the sworn 
testimony upon which the report was presumably based was not immediately 
made public.50 

Bien's report apparently had been distributed in advance to the Education 
Committee and was not presented orally. Instead, Bien had made some lengthy 
comments on the Storey County school investigation which were, at best, self­
serving and somewhat patronizing. It was not necessary, for example, to claim 
that his own educational experience was appreciated by some teachers or to 
regale the assembly with examples fronl the British parlimentary and United 
States congressional records to justify the legislature's authority in such mat­
ters. More to the point, he commented on the well-publicized allegations that 
accused some teachers of political /I disloyalty." He stated that he had adver­
tised for witnesses against the alleged anti-Unionist teachers, and that he­
ever the patriot-had found no basis to proceed further. Bien concluded that 
he would consider any "practical and useful results" of his labor as the best 
part of his political career.s" However, his apparent triumph of investigative 
reporting was soon to turn sour. 

Reaction to the Storey County public school matter was immediate. The Vir­
ginia. Daily Union of February 19 carried a letter from none other than the re­
spected and powerful J01m A. Collins. He acknowledged all the "honorable" 
men who had endorsed Bien's report. He then noted that the "Adisonian [sic] 
English, the grammatical construction of its elegant sentences and finished rheto­
ric" pointed clearly to Bien's authorship of the team report. Consequently, 
Collins was "indisposed to cast any reflections upon the report ... but [was] 
impatient to see the 'sworn statements. "' He took the occasion to note that he 
was only one member of the Board of Education castigated by Bien and took 
no responsibility for its "minutes, papers, or vouchers." Although Collins was 
initially diplomatic and restrained, he concluded his letter with sarcasm. In­
stead of making any accusation against the legislators, he questioned the ve­
racity of the "sworn statements/' which, he said, must be filled with 'I false­
hoods to the brim, to justify the honorable gentlemen of that committee to put 
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forth that extraordinary document."s2 The sworn statements were not made 
public until mid-March, and then Bien would be in the spotlight again. 

In spite of earlier bad press from the Gold Hill Daily Ne1Ds, Bien appeared to 
have weathered the storm. He was being held in sufficiently high respect by 
his legislative colleagues and the governor for a statute to be enacted that al­
lowed him specifically to "administer oaths and take the affidavits of persons" 
depositing minerals, ores, and rock specimens for purposes of making a claim. 
The act, however, was to be in force and effect for a period of only six months. 
The reason for the act must have been known to insiders, but it was not made 
public until later. After the legislature adjourned, Bien confided to John Church, 
editor of the Virginia Daily Union, that he planned to take samples of ore to 
Germany for examination by potential investors in Nevada mines:'):) 

Bien's attempt to abolish capital punishment represented one last effort at 
reforming Nevada's territorial law as that law was being adopted into state 
law. On the same day in mid-Febnlary of 1865 that he submitted his report on 
the Storey County School System, he revealed his intention to introduce a bill 
lito abolish capital punishment in the State of Nevada." The bill, AB 299, was 
formally introduced "by unanimous consent" to read II An act amendatory of 
and supplementary to the several acts of the Territorial laws concerning capital 
punishment." It was summarily referred to the Judiciary Committee, which 
recommended it for passage without amendment. Accordingly it was" accepted 
and the bill placed upon file." The date was March 10, 1865, and the legislahlre 
was scheduled to adjourn the following day.54 Although the assembly never 
voted on the bill, it is extraordinary that Bien's colleagues did not simply bury 
the potentially controversial legislation in committee. Bien's intentions were 
not fully realized, of course. His success was limited to getting the issue as far 
as the assembly floor with a "do pass" recommendation. It is doubtful that 
anything more could have been accolnplished in view of the temper of the 
times. However, one final statute approved by the governor on March 14, 1865, 
contained a civil-rights amelioration of earlier legislation. The law, titled Chap­
ter CXXXVII, allowed a defendant in a capital case ten peremptory challenges 
in the trial while limiting the state prosecutor to five such challenges. The state 
of Nevada has never altered its position on capital punishment. 

On March II, 1865, the legislature adjourned, and Bien had reason for em­
barrassment. John Church, the newly appointed state printer and still editor of 
Virginia Daily Union t published a damaging assessment of the state assembly's 
report on the Storey COlmty School System, which Bien had written. Having 
received a copy of the sworn testimony as well as a protest from the former 
Board of Commissioners, Church firmly concluded that Uthe charges against 
those members, contained in said report, are not sustained by the testimony; 
and, further, that the testimony does not afford a shadow of foundation for the 
charges." He then accused Bien, as committee chairman, of framing questions 
"with a predetermination to sustain those charges [in the reportJ." Any person 
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reading the report and testimony together, Church wrote, could not fail to see 
the injustice done to the old board. So, "the old Board is justified, and the au­
thor of the committee's report left in a very awkward and une[n]viable posi­
tion."55 Bien appears to have emerged relatively unscathed, leading one to 
speculate about the politics surrotmding this issue and the person of John 
Collins. Just four days later, John Church provided Herman Bi n with a lengthy 
public endorsement of his plan to interest Europeans in Nevada mining in­
vestments. Collins was appointed in April to the Board of Examiners for Storey 
County, and on May 29 he was also named interim County Superintendent of 
Schools pending the November election for that position. He was not, how­
ever, the people's choice. He lost that election, which may have given even 
more credence to the validity of Bien's report. 

While Bien was completing his duties as state assemblyman, the Jews of 
Virginia City were beginning to implement the establishment of a library. The 
idea had been conceived by some members of B'nai B'rith Nevada Lodge No. 
42. In view of his rhetorical swan song before the San Francisco lodge's Library 
Committee in December 1863, Bien was probably an organizer or at least a 
vocal supporter of the project. A fund had been established in January and had 
received the overwhelming support of "the entire Jewish community." By March 
the project had been undermined by members of the new B'nai B'rith King 
Solomon's Lodge No. 64. Louis Kaplan, in his monthly letter to The Hebrew, 
fastened the cause of failure on "jealousy" over which lodge would get credit 
for the enterprise. In hopes of reviving the library initiative he publicly shamed 
these 1'50ns of the Covenant"-and by implication all of Jewry on the Co)nstock. 
He minced no words in condemning the pettiness of the culprits as well as 
lauding the benefits of reading and learning, which had been Rabbi Bien's 
message a year before. The failure of the library was symptomatic of the divi­
sions to be found within the Virginia City Jewish community on a variety of 
religious and linguistic matters. In this respect it reflected the previously noted 
turmoil to the west in San Francisco and across the country in any place where 
new immigrant populations from German and Slavic regions were adapting 
their traditional Judaism to the vicissitudes of modern times. 

There is yet an allegorical prism through which we might read the talented 
Louis Kaplan's letter to the western readership of The Hebrew. When Kaplan, in 
March 1865, articulated the failure of the Jewish community to establish a li­
brary, he couched his words in ways which could have described not only the 
hoped-for resolution to establish a Jewish congregation but also the man whose 
presence might have catalyzed both with a desire for learning and religious 
observance under his tutelage. It all had, he said, lIthe appearance of a Ineteor, 
which flashes forth brilliantly for one moment, only to vanish in the next." The 
decline of Virginia City's fortunes may have also contributed to resistance to 
the establishm nt of a library. The market value of ore stocks fell from their 
high of $40 million in 1863 to $4 million in 1865. Although ore production 
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remained stable during the Inid 1860s, pessimism that the peak had been reached 
led many to leave the Comstock. Herman Bien was among them.56 

FROM STOREKEEPER TO PERMANENT RABBI AND TRAGIC DEATH 

What Bien's feelings may have been about his experience in Virginia City 
we do not know. There is no evidence, however, that he implemented his plans 
to broker Nevada interests in Europe. Bien traveled to New York City, where 
he attempted once more to edit and publish a new weekly, The Progress, in 
English and German. Though initially well received, the competition with well­
established Jewish newspapers rendered the enterprise another failure. A friend 
wisely persuaded him to get into another line of work. He opened a general 
store in Port Henry, New York, and there married his friend's sister, Louise M. 
Thompson. They had four children. After thirteen years he was finally called, 
in 1879, to serve for a year as rabbi of Congregation Emanu-El at Dallas, Texas. 
Jacob Voorsanger, then the rabbi at Houston, spoke of Bien as "a clever, schol­
arly gentleman" with a flourishing congregation and Sabbath schooL He par­
ticularly noted Bien to be 1/ an orator of no mean quality, and by the power of 
his speech will undoubtedly revive the dormant spirits of the people."57 

From 1880 to 1885 Bien was the rabbi of Congregation Beth Shalom in Chi­
cago before accepting what would become his final post, with Congregation 
Anshe Chesed at Vicksburg, Mississippi. Here he continued his writing of Bib­
lical dramatizations. One of these, "Esther/' received favorable press reviews 
in New York City and was published in a second edition. His last literary piece, 
Ben Bear, was a history of Jewish martyrdolu covering eighteen centuries and 
filled with patriotic references to the United States as the bastion of liberty. 
It was also during this period that his creativity was directed to southern 
heat and humidity. He invented a rocking chair whose action operated a 
wafting fan. 5

1{ 

After ten years of stability and success at Vicksburg Bien became caught up 
in congregational personality differences and relinquished his rabbinic post in 
1895. Following several fruitless years of writing poetry and attempting to see 
reprints of his other works, he searched again for a permanent pulpit. After a 
rejection in Chicago he interviewed and preached at Temple Emanuel in Bir­
mingham, Alabama. He was then informed that the congregation preferred 
someone younger. That evening in his room at the Florence Hotel he wrote a 
note detailing his despair and sense of uselessness, ingested an overdose of 
morphine, and died the following morning. It was April 22, 1895, and Herman 
Bien was sixty-four years of age. This staunch Unionist was buried in the 
Congregation/s Anshe Chesed cemetery located within Vicksburg National 
Military Park.59 In death he received widespread recognition for his work 
and mournful respect from people of all faiths in Vicksburg. One obituary, 
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published by the American Jewish Historical Society, emphasized Bien's staunch 
public support of Jewish rights and reprinted his letter to the British prime 
minister, William Gladstone, defending the historicity and inviolability of the 
Jewish Sabbath. Bien's children later presented San Francisco's Temple Emanu­
El with his robe, tallis, and a seat which they pointedly noted "belonged to his 
father who was also a rabbi. "60 

The brevity of Herman Bien's short tenure in Nevada 'was not entirely due 
to his lack of proven rabbinical documentation, or to his energetic idealism, or 
to his self-confident personality. The fickle relationship between rabbis and 
their constituents was and continued to be legendary.61 Though the Virginia 
City Jewish population swelled to almost five hundred by the late 1870s, it was 
never able to achieve enough unity to form a permanent congregation-much 
less maintain a perll1anent rabbL62 Bien may have judged that the opportuni­
ties for his cultivated talents had been exhausted on the Comstock or sensed a 
continuation of the depression of 1865.63 His legacy, however, was ll1ultifac­
eted and extended beyond the Virginia City Jewish community. He had pro­
vided Ininistrations during times of civil and religious celebration and mourn­
ing. His dramatic and Inusical talents made manifest the potential of the the­
atre as a vehicle for adult reUgious education, while his Hebrew school served 
the needs of the children. His representation of Storey County in the Nevada 
Legislature- while perhaps histrionic when under fire from the Gold Hill Daily 
News- was an energetic demonstration of wedding his ideals to legislation for 
social change. Brilliant though he may have been, Bien in his Virginia City 
days was headstrong and contentious. He was a dedicated clergyman of great 
talent whose reforming instincts were too radical for Virginia City. Had he and 
the distinguished Jewish citizens of the town been able to strike a sustained 
harmonious chord, the combination could have provided the mining commu­
nity with a remarkable example of how religion and life Inight be conjoined. 
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1854-57 and 1868-'1900. We know little of his other siblings: Klarchen, Hannchen, Rebecca, Rosalie, 
Bertha, Leo, Leah, or Emma. There is an "M. Bien," who appears in an 1863 Territorial Enterprise 
advertisement as secretary of the Philadelphia Mining Company. He has no certain c01Ulection, 
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Hertzberg, The Jews in America: Four Centuries of an Uneasy Encounter: A History (New York: Simon 
and Schuster, 1989), 143-46. For greater detail on thl::~ development of Reform in its formative 
period in the United St<.1tes, see Diner, Timefor Gathering, 305, for numerous citations. 

20Margnret G. Watson, Silver Theatre: i1musenzents of the Mining Frontier in Early Nevada, 1850 
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60Uly Bien Brown to Congregation Temple Emnnu-El, no date, in Archives of Temple Emanu­
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Thomas Detter 
Nevada Black Writer and Advocate for Human Rights 

ELMER Rusco 

In 1871, Thomas Detter, a writer then living in Elko, Nevada, published Nellie 
Brown, or The Jealous Wife, with other sketches. In 1996 his book was republished 
by the University of Nebraska Press, with an introduction by Frances Smith 
Foster. In between these dates, Nellie Brown was largely ignored, as was its 
author, although both deserved better treatment. 

One of the reasons for ignoring Detter and his work may be that his book 
was published in the American West at a tim.e when it was widely assumed 
that worthwhile American intellectual life existed only in the East. It is even 
more likely, however, that it was ignored because its author was an African 
American. Anyone fanliliar with the long history of racism in this country, in 
which the lives and achievements of so-called non-whites have often been ig­
nored or denigrated, will not be surprised that author Thomas Detter has been 
trea ted in this manner. 

Frances Smith Foster, a professor of English and women's studies at Emory 
University, has done scholarship a service by republishing Detter's book. Read­
ers m.ay expect to enjoy Detter's literary musings, and can hardly miss his 
moral intent. The original title page of the book states that "this work is per­
fectly chaste and moral in every particular," and his introduction avers that 
"lnan and woman were created for a noble purpose by their Creator" but that 
this work of fiction "show[s] the unhappy results of jealousy and misplaced 
confidence" upon some mari tal unions. 

Foster's insightful introduction places Detter's work in the context of simi­
lar literary treatments of divorce that emerged during the late 1850s and the 
1860s. She points out, for example, that the principal fictional element of Detter's 
book fills a gap in our knowledge of literary treatment of this topic between 
1870 and 1881. Detter's fictional work is therefore important to students of 
American literary and intellectual history. 

As Foster points out, although Nellie Brown occupies about two-thirds of the 
book, it also contains several smaller works of fiction and several essays. Since 
the events of the novelette take place within a slaveholding family, Nellie Brown 
inescapably contains several comments about this fundamentally racist insti­
tution, although an attack on slavery is not its point. However, Detter's moral 
views on divorce are not baSically dependent on this milieu; they could have 
been expressed through characters of any race or within other milieux without 
weakening his emphasis on divorce. 
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In the shorter pieces in his book, however, race is a central focus. In "The 
Octoroon Slave of Cuba," for example, Detter sharply attacks the absurd "one 
drop theory" of American racism-that having what an early Nevada statute 
described as "a distinct and visible admixture of African blood" makes anyone 
a member of a race that can be enslaved and discriminated against, even though 
the person's ancestors may have been overwhelmingly white.1 In this story 
two sisters sharing predominantly Euro American genes have very different 
fates, because one is classified as colored while the other is regarded as white. 

"My Trip to Baltimore" has the same theme. In this story the narrator de­
scribes traveling with a man who is sometimes perceived as colored and some­
times seen as white. He receives very different treatment depending on how 
others see him, which is a biting comlnent not only on the injustice of racism 
but also on its stupidity. This aspect of white racism is still with us. 

The principal focus of this article, however, will be on Detter's other pub­
lished writings, mainly short pieces appearing in newspapers. These display 
extensively his fundamental posture as a principled and systematic advocate 
of human rights, particularly the right not to be discriminated against on the 
basis of race or skin color. In addition to fictional or nonfictional statements 
included in his book, many more such stateJuents of his ideas are contained 
in letters he published in the West Coast African-American press based in 
San Francisco. 

The newspaper Mirror of the Tifnes was published in California by black in­
tellectuals during the 1850s, but few issues have survived. It is not known 
whether Detter published in this paper. Extensive collections of two successors 
to the Mirror of th.e Times, however, are available on microfilm at the Bancroft 
Library at the University of California, Berkeley. The Pacific Appeal, first pub­
lished on April 5, 18621 and the Elevator, first appearing almost exactly three 
years later, do contain many letters submitted by Detter. Peter Anderson, the 
publisher of the Pacific Appeal, and Philip Belt his counterpart at the Elevator, 
sometimes differed and bickered, which may account for the fact that Detter 
did not publish in both newspapers at the same time. Between April 6, 1863 
and January 121 1864, he published six letters in the Appeal, between October 
26, 1866 and May 6, 1870 fourteen of his letters appeared in the Elevator, and 
fn)ln September 14, 1870 to October 8, 1875 sixteen were printed in the AppeaL. 

The thirty-six letters published in these newspapers plus the texts (published 
in various newspapers) of three public addresses he made during the 1870s, 

were the foundation for the statement in Good Time Corning? that Detter "was 
the most articulate of the remarkable blacks who lived in runeteenth-century 
Nevada and one of the West." Although this article will include some new 
material on Detter IS life, discovered since Good Time Coming? was published, it 
will primarily report and analyze these letters and addresses.1 



Thom.as Detter 195 

OF.TIER'S BIOGRAPHY 

Thomas Detter was born in either Maryland or the District of Columbia in 
1827 or 1831, depending on whether the age of forty-three in the 1870 census of 
population or of forty-nine in the 1880 census is correct. His father was aston 
mason named Thon1as Detter (spelled in various ways) or Dettrow or Detro 
(also in various forms); his mother's first name was Eleanor. Although appar­
ently unable to write (he signed his name with an x on various documents), his 
father owned property and lived in Washington, D.C. from at least 1830 until 
his death in 1840. Probably the family-Thomas had a younger sister, Martha­
were members of a substantial free black population in the District, although 
what their wider connections with slavery Inay have been we do not know.2 

The father's will indicates his desire that Thomas, his only son, be appren­
ticed to a shoemaker until the age of twenty-one. It is not clear whether Tho­
mas had any training in this trade; none of his surviving writings suggests that 
he did. But it is clear that he received formal education as a child. Slaveowning 
states systematically by law denied the right to an education to African Ameri­
cans, and most states outside the South enacted similar laws until well after the 
Civil War. For example, almost all non white children were barred from public 
schools in Nevada until 1872.3 

In the introduction to Nellie Brown Detter unnecessarily stated a weak apol­
ogy for publishing his possibly crude w'ork and then went on to say: "I was 
raised in the District of Columbia, where the education of colored persons was 
very limited." Such opportunities were limjted, but the District was one of the 
few places in the country during his childhood where a child of African de­
scent could receive any formal education at all.4 His comlnent suggests a short 
period of schooling, but obviously he continued to educate himself, as the facts 
and authors he cites amply den10nstrate. 

For example, in an 1870 address delivered in Elko, Detter Inade an extended 
argument that the South bore the responsibility for initiating the Civil War. In 
doing so, he quoted Abraham Lincoln, Alexander Stevens, George Washing­
ton, Steven A. Douglass, Andrew Jackson and Andrew Johnson. To buttress 
his argument that violence had not been necessary to defend slavery, he cited 
the Missouri Compromise, the Crittenden Resolutions, the Dred Scott decision 
and the Fugitive Slave Law. These were presented as evidence that Northern 
leaders had had no desire or authority to abolish slavery in 1860.5 

Exactly how he kept abreast of what was going on at the national level while 
he lived in several small Western towns is not clear. He was a subscriber to the 
San Francisco black newspapers, but we do not know how much access he 
may have had to sinlilar newspapers published in the East. It is important that 
he was one of a circle of black intellectuals in the West who must have corre­
sponded significantly with each other, although how often they were able to 
meet together is uncertain. These opportunities to learn froln one another must 
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have been substantial during his early years in California, when black leaders 
vigorously protested discrimination in many ways. Dispersal of many of the 
group to other Western states and territories must have decreased opportuni­
ties to share information and ideas directly. Nevertheless, they obviously kept 
in touch through the San Francisco papers, and probably with personal corre­
spondence. 

Detter dearly was well regarded by the members of this group. The Pacific 
Appea.l once described him as /'a gentleman well known in Sacramento, San 
Francisco, and other cities of the State, for his integrity and gentlemanly de­
portment and his zeal as a writer in behalf of his race."6 

However this happened, these black intellectuals were certainly more cos­
mopolitan than most Americans of the time. Their locally-published pieces of­
ten deal at least as much with what was going on at the time in the South and 
in Congress as they do with events in the West. Sometimes they were ahead of 
white leaders in their understanding of important topics involving race. 

For example, there is a letter published in May 1862, by Dr. W. H. C. 
Stephenson, a black physician then practicing iJl Sacramento, California. By 
1863 he was practicing on the Comstock, and lived there until at least 1870? In 
a letter to the Pa.cific Appeal, Dr. Stephenson wrote that the age was one of revo .. 
lution: liThe spirit of Liberty is again being kindled in the hearts of the people, 
and tyrants tremble." 

He then applied this notion to the institution of slavery, and wrote that lithe 
present conflict is a war waged between the North and South. It is a contest, 
with Liberty arrayed on one side, and Tyranny, of the foulest and most des­
potic character, on the other. It is a conflict of force against right- of truth and 
error." He then asked: IIWhat is the object of this sanguinary struggle? What is 
the end of this desperate encounter?" and continued: III answer that the final 
result will be to establish the principles of freedom, and to obtain an extension 
of individualliberty/' as part of the worldwide revolution then going on.8 

This letter was written at a time when President Abraham Lincoln and the 
other leaders of the national government were insisting that the Civil War was 
abou t the issue of secession, denying tha t slavery was the root cause of the war. 
In late summer of 1862 Lincoln made the decision to issue the Emancipation 
Proclamation, as a war measure. When he did issue this document, in January 
1863, and later in that year when he delivered the Gettysburg Address, Lincoln 
embraced the notion that the essential meaning of this terrible conflict was to 
elevate human rights to a central foundation for the Northern purpose in the 
conflict. 9 

Detter arrived in San Francisco by ship in 1852. His occupation and city of 
residence for many years after are not precisely known, but apparently he made 
his living as a barber in Sacramento and perhaps other California cities. He 
continued in this business in other Western states. 
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Barbering was one of the more profitable occupations open to black males at 
that time, for several reasons. Opening a shop required little capital, the skills 
needed to shave and cut hair were widespread in black communities at that 
time, and white attempts to overcome black competitors by using racial preju­
dice as a limiting factor did not intensify until later in the nineteenth century.lO 

More important, was the fact that, as businessmen, barbers had somewhat 
more freedom than laborers or occupants of other low-status positions open to 
African Americans because they worked for themselves and because their ef­
forts were more remunerative. 

Once a business was established, a barber could add other related services 
or sell specialized products, both of which could increase profits. For example, 
while living and working in Elko, Detter advertised that he offered Uhot and 
cold baths ... in warm. and comfortable roomB," This advertisement stated: 
IIHaving refitted and refurnished my Bath Rooms, I am now prepared to sup­
ply every comfort to my patrons."l1 In Eureka, he was described in a newspa­
per as "the wellknown proprietor of the Silver Brick shaving saloon and bath­
ing establishment."'12 

(Eureka Sentinel, July 8, 1879) 
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Detter sold at his places of business a "celebrated hair renewer." In an ad­
vertisement published in a San Francisco black newspaper addressed to "Bald 
Heads,'1 Detter argued that his "hair restorative" was effective and cited testi­
monials to its efficacy from an attorney, two physicians, a notary public and 
others.13 Later he sold lIthe best Blood Purifier in usel Rheluuatic Liquid, and 
Pile Ointtnent- madc purely of vegetation and guaranteed." A James 
McConnick endorsed his "Cough Tonic," claiming that he had gained "imme­
diate reliefl from "a severe cough" which resisted other treatments.14 While in 
Elkol Detter published an advertisement stating that "Everybody Should Buy 
a copy of Nellie Brown, written by T. Detter (Colored) of Elko." For a while in 
Elko, at least, his first wife, Carolina, advertised a hairdressing establishment. 

Figure llists Detter's known places of residence fn)ln 1852 to 1884. There 
are nutnerous gaps in this record, but the general pattern is clear: After staying 
in California for at least six to seven years he began a series of moves to inland 
territories and states on the mining frontier. 

FIGURE 1 
KNOWN PLACES OF RESIDENCE OF THOMAS DEITER, 1852-1884 

Arrived in San Francisco 18521 in California until at least 1858 or 1859 
Lewiston, Idaho Territory- April 25 through July 18, 1863 (and possibly 

for several years before this) 
Bannock City, Idaho Territory- August 1, 1863 
Walla Walla, Washington Territory- January 30 to March 19, 1864 
Idaho City, Idaho Territory-· October 26, 1866 to February 9, 1869 
Elko, Nevada- March 8, 1869 to November 18, 1871 
Eureka, Nevada- November 25, 1871 to at least 1883 
New Orleans, Louisiana-February 10, 1884 

It is not clear whether Detter himself engaged in mining, but clearly he was 
attracted to the exciting prospect of becolning wealthy quickly through find­
ing a rich source of silver or gold ore. He wrote in 1870 tha t he and other black 
men who came to California in the 1850s "looked only to the sunny side of life 
and for glittering gold/'IS After it became clear that he and his friends were 
unlikely to become rich in California, he was attracted to new mining frontiers. 
Whether prejudice by white miners played a role in discouraging hiln from 
attempting mining, Detter does not say. 

A letter from Bannock City in July, 1863, just before he Inoved therc, ex­
pressed his excitement at the get-rich-quick aspect of mining towns. He 
wrote that "this is the liveliest camp I have seen sincc I have been on the coast," 
and that "there is no question or doubt as to the rjchness of these nlines. T 
have seen surface diggings that paid $200 to the hand; $20 and $50 per day are 
common."16 

Detterls personal ambivalence about mining is evident in the first letter he 
wrote after moving to Elko. He notes that Elko had "sprlmg into existence as 
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by magic" and that while "six weeks ago there was not half a dozen houses 
here/ now there are nearly three hundred tenements/ built mostly of canvas." 
The reason for this prosperity was that Elko was a crucial transportation hub 
for the newly-opened mines at Treasure Hill, south of the town. He then com­
m.ents: "The news frotTI the mines is still encouraging. I see men from there 
daily, who say it is the place for the boys to make a scratch, but I hardly think 
I'll take any of it in Inine at present. I have been struggling long and hard to 
Inake it stick; it is up one side and down the other w-ith lne. I have hlmg out 
my shingle here and expect to remain."17 He stayed in Elko for nearly two 
and a half years and then left for Eureka, a new Nevada mining camp just 
opening up. 

His stay in Eureka was the longest after his move to the West- at least twelve 
years, beginning when he was in his mid-thirties or early forties. Detter was 
successful and highly-regarded in Eureka. This is apparent in an article 
published in the Eureka Sentinel reporting his second wedding. His first wife, 
Carolina, died in 1874; in 1876 Detter married Mrs. Elnily Brinson (or Bronson) 
of San Francisco. 1H 

In reporting the wedding, his hometown newspaper referred to him as Dr. 
Detter and stated that the wedding had been "attended by nearly all of the 
colored folk in town, besides some twenty-five or thirty white people, includ­
ing some of our most prominent citizens and their wives. I, There was no black 
church in town; they were married by Rev. Thomas McClain, the second pastor 
of the Presbyterian church in Eureka. The article concluded by stating that "the 
affair was well conducted throughout and the Doctor and his bride have rea­
son to feel pleased with the auspices under which they COlnmence their voyage 
upon the matrimonial seas. II

-
19 

Detter owned at various hInes two properties in Eureka that were the sites 
of businesses. On January 5, 1872 he purchased a one-half lot piece of land on 
the west side of Main at Robbins, in the central commercial part of the town. 
He paid $312 in gold coin for the lot, and sold it on April 27, 1883 for $500. An 
1878 directory identifies Detter's business in this fashion: IIHairdresser and 
baths," with a business on Main Street.20 On April 24/ 1872, he bought a full lot 
at Adams and Clark, about two blocks away from his first purchase/ and sold 
this twicel in 1876 and 1880, which must mean that either he repurchased or 
repossessed the lot in between these two sales. It seelns that he made quite a bit 
of money on this property; he first bought it for $40, but sold it for $700 the first 
time and $1,500 the second time. An 1880~ 1881 directory of Eureka. erroneously 
lists him as a I'baker/I but does not indicate where his business was located.21 

Detter obviously prospered and became highly regarded in Eureka. How­
everl he suffered personal tragedies while there. The death of his first wife, 
Carolina, in 1874, has been noted above. The SaIne year their son Robert died at 
the age of nine. A funeral service for hinl was conducted at the Episcopal church 
in Eureka.22 
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The last date Thomas Detter is known to have lived in Eureka was February 
2, 1883, when he purchased from Jessie Mendes and his wife a residence on 
Paul Street, on the eastern edge of the town. A year later Detter sold the prop­
erty to his wife; he is described in this deed as ilThomas Detter of New Orleans 
State of Louisiana/' and his signature was notarized in that city.23 In June 1890 
Mrs. Detter sold the property to William Robertson. Probably Detter was once 
again a victim of the inevitable decline of mining communities, but these data 
suggest also that he became estranged from his second wife. 

DETTER'S HUMAN RIGHTS STANCE 

Thomas Detter consistently opposed racism on universal grounds. In addi­
tion to attacking the irrationality in this country of the rules used to classify 
individuals by race, he pointed out the injustice of assigning rights on the basis 
of the color of one's skin. For example, he once wrote: "As to the color of races, 
it is a matter of small importance to me. Perhaps some were made in the night. 
If so, shall the morning oppress the evening? Are they not equal in the rights 
assigned them?"24 Another time, he wrote that the Creator had made some 
men with" darker complexion" than others. But, he asked, is this a ground for 
hate? "1 ask the question, if it is a crime to be black-who is amenable 'for said 
crime, the Creator or his creatures?"25 He asserted that lImen must be mea­
sured according to their intellect, not their color." 26 

Although Detter was clearly a Christian- he repeatedly eulogized friends 
by conlmending their advocacy of Christianity and referred to himself as a 
Christian-his opposition to racism was not couched in specifically religious 
terms.27 

Instead, he based his passionate views on a concept of universal human 
rights, as well as on the notion that expanding human freedom is the essential 
meaning of Americanism. In other words, he defined Americanism not in ra­
cial terms or even in narrow political terms, but as flowing from a commitment 
to individual rights. 

In 1868, he wrote, lIthe time has come for all to unite in advancing the Rights 
of Man. II Later that year, in a letter marking the passing of William H. Yates, he 
wrote that Yates "was a true friend of human rights, and was never known to 
retreat in the great struggle in which we are engaged."28 

In 1874, in eulogizing Charles Sumner, the chief Senate leader of the Radical 
Republicans, who saw the Civil War as basically about ending slavery and 
racial discrimination, Detter wrote that Sumner" convinced the civilized world 
of his devotion to human rights, freedom and free institutions. He is beloved 
and mourned by every lover of justice and every friend of humanity." He went 
on to state that "every colored man should be proud to contribute to the erec­
tion and dedication of a monument to so devoted an advocate of our rights."2lJ 
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Although Detter seldom wrote about any rights other than those of primary 
significance to African Americans, he must have seen the world in the broad 
terms implied in relying upon such a foundation for his concrete goals. More 
often, however, he asserted that abolishing slavery and the racial prejudices 
accompanying it, and surviving its demise were called for by the basic ideals 
of American democracy. No doubt he believed that Americans of all parties 
should endorse these ideals. 

There is one known exception to Detter's profound commitment to America. 
Tn 1862, he attached his signature to a petition sent to Congress by 220 black 
leaders in California. This petition reflected despair at the failure of the na­
tional governInent at that point to embrace the end of racial discrimination 
as a Northern war aim; the petition pointed out the denial of "many of the 
most important privileges of citizenship" by American governments to black 
citizens! and also "their being marked out, not only by law! but also by public 
sentiment ... as an inferior and degraded caste."30 The petitioners at that point 
supported II emigration to those countries where color is not considered a badge 
of degradation." 

After this time! however, Detter was never on record in favor of leaving the 
United States! and consistently phrased his pleas for "justice" in terms of the 
national ideals. A Inajor reason for this stance was the issuance of the Emanci­
pation Proclamation in early 1863! followed by President Lincoln's Gettysburg 
Address later that year. These actions placed Lincoln squarely on the side of 
interpreting not only slavery but racial discrimination as violations of the highest 
national idea Is. 

In October 1868, Detter wrote! I'We claim this to be our country and our 
home, and nothing less than the rights of freemen will satisfy us." In his ad­
dress in Elko in honor of ratification of the Fifteenth Amendment to the federal 
Constitution he asserted, II this Government was founded upon the idea that 
allinen were created equal," and went on to repeat the rest of the Declaration 
of Independence's elabora tion of this poinLH 

A common theme in his writings and speeches was that participation of 
blacks' in the nation's wars for freedom entitled them to equality with white 
men. In his 1870 address in Elko, he invoked the name of Crispus Attucks, a 
black man who was the first to die in the Boston Massacre, at the beginning of 
the American revolu bon. In his 1875 address in San Francisco he made this 
strong statement: 

Some claim that this i::; a White man's cotmtry. I ask you, When the old bell of Inde­
pendence Hall peeled high notes of freedom, calling Americans to arms, did she sum­
mon white nlen only? No, sit. The Indian rushed from his smoky wigwam, with his 
glittering battle axe of steel; the negro from the plantation, with his crude implements 
of war- all united to make this 'the land of the free, and the home of the brave.' Yes, 
sirs; the negro poured out his life-blood in every struggle for your country's glory.32 
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Most of Detter's writings and speeches were directed at black audiences, 
and probably were read or heard at that time by few outside this group. Be­
cause of his appeal to universal values and especially to national ideals, it is 
doubtful that the things he said could have disturbed any whites who were not 
blatantly racist, but at that time there were plenty of these. In his address in 
Elko in 1870 Detter used some strong language, which he seems to have felt 
might upset some of his white audience. 

Toward the end of his address Detter reported that he had read years before 
of an incident in which two Americans in another coun try were tried and sen­
tenced to death. Just before they were to be executed the Alnerican alnbassa­
dor saved their lives with this statement: "I take the ensign of my Government 
and cover them, I defy the nations to hann a hair of their heads." Detter than 
asked: "N"ow allow nle to ask, Do you believe if those men had been negroes 
they would have been thus delivered? No sir! so strong was the proslavery 
sentiment at that day, that a negro had no rights that white men were com­
pelled to respect; we were treated but little if any better than dogs.'! The refer­
ence to rights in the last sentence of this statement quotes from the Supreme 
Court opinion in the Dred Scott case, in which the majority of the court went 
beyond deciding the facts of the case before them to espouse a white-racist 
view of U.S. policy toward African Americans.33 

In the same address, Detter praised Touissant L'Ouverture, the black leader 
of the successful slave rebellion against French rule that led to the indepen­
dence of Haiti. Speaking of him as "that black advocate of human rights," he 
reported L'Ouverture' s response when French authorities sta ted that they would 
behead his sons if he did not abandon his leadership of the rebellion. Detter 
said: IINow mark the language of that brave black warrior: 'It is far better for 
two to die than a nation to be enslaved.' Personal and constitutional freedom is 
what he died to secure." Immediately after telling this story, Detter concluded 
his speech with this statement: "These are my sentiments. I am responsible for 
the same." 

Detter left Elko for Eureka not long after delivering this address; it is pos­
sible that this departure resulted at least in part from adverse white reaction to 
these or other statements in his address. However, there is no evidence to sup­
port this assumption. H. F. Grice, another educated black barber in EIko at this 
time, stated that his address had "received loud and prolonged applause from 
all.!' Moreover, the Elevator noted that a Democratic newspaper, the Elko Inde­
pendent, had II congratulated us of [sic] our celebration, and praised our speak­
ers in the highest terms." This newspaper reported that lIthe address by Tho­
mas Detter was happily delivered ... and was frequently cheered by the audi­
ence. Detter counseled his colored brethren to be temperate and educate them­
selves to a proper understanding of the responsibilities and duties now de­
volving upon them, that they may discharge them with credit." Not all the 
speakers received praise; it was said that president W. A. Scott II addressed the 
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Early Eureka, Nevada (Nevada Historical Society) 

Early Eureka, Nevada (Nevada Historical Society) 
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meeting at some length in a political harangue." Perhaps his address produced 
this response because he allegedly uttered "uncalled-for flings at the Demo­
cratic party." The newspaper's editorial ended with the judgment that "the 
whole performance was well conducted, and our colored citizens may well be 
proud of the manner in which the programme was carried out."~ 

Detter repeatedly defined the rights that African Americans were seeking as 
rights of American citizenship. In 1872 he wrote: "I am willing to admit that 
citizenship is the greatest gift Government can bestow upon its subjects. There 
can be no grades of citizenship in a Republican Government. "35 Two years later 
he wrote: III regard the title of citizenship of little value in a Republican Gov­
ernment when it does not m~ake all equal, and remove every political and civil 
disability. The great work of freedom is not completed."3n When it seemed that 
the civil rights bill of 1874 would not pass the Congress, Detter remarked bit­
terly: "Is there a government in existence where the title of citizenship is such a 
farce to any class of its subjects as the title is to US?"37 

Initially, of course, he saw the greatest evil to be the continued existence of 
slavery. But by 1863 he was proclaiming: "We feel rejoiced to see that Slavery 
has received a death-blow, and today is struggling for life."38 The Emancipa­
tion Proclamation technically freed slaves only in the states in rebellion against 
the Union, where the government's writ did not run, but Detter and other black 
writers could see that in practice it meant that a Union victory would end this 
odious practice. The Thirteenth Amendment, outlawing slavery, was the first 
constitutional amendment put forth by the Reconstruction Congress; it was 
ratified in December 1865, a few months after the end of the Civil War. 

From that time on, Detter was concerned with the ever-widening agenda of 
those who sought to extend more and more rights to the freed slaves (although 
admittedly some Republicans voted for these measures only because they saw 
them as beneficial to the electoral success of the party.) These factors were linked: 
When Democrats regained strength in congress, the willingness of that body to 
support civil rights legislation ended. 

In 1866 Congress passed a civil rights bill (over the veto of President An­
drew Johnson) declaring that there were a number of rights of individuals which 
states could not abridge. Detter criticized this act because, while the bill spoke 
of African Americans as citizens of the United States, it still left control over the 
granting of the suffrage to the states. He argued that "the Federal Constitution 
clearly sets forth the rights of all American citizens, and protects their claim, at 
home or abroad." However, he pointed out, blacks were "exceptions to the 
favored classes" in fact. He asserted that "if Congress has the power to declare 
us citizens, it should have secured to us the same rights and immunities that 
others enjoy ... . I say we are American citizens with no political rights .... We 
are freemen and still oppressed in our native land." His immediate concern in 
this case was the right to vote, but it is clear that he also saw wider problems. 
Detter declared that, "slavery is fallen, but it is not dead, oppression is still 
striving to fetter justice and to lull the voice of freedom." 39 
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The Reconstruction Congresses found themselves responding also to the 
increasing need to expand the rights of the freed slaves, as not just Southern 
states but also most Northern states refused to effectively eliminate state dis­
crimination in various areas against African Americans. TIle Thirteenth Amend­
ment was followed by the Fourteenth, which unequivocally proclaimed that 
birth in the United States is the primary way to acquire citizenship, established 
broad limits on the ability of state governments to discriminate on racial 
grounds, and provided a means to punish states that denied the right to vote 
on racial grounds. Finally, the Fifteenth Amendment forbade states to deny the 
right to vote on the basis of race, color or previous condition of servitude.40 

The principal problenl of Reconstruction was preventing southern states from 
defying or evading the newly-established constitutional rights. During the 1870s 
the failure to make these rights operative in that part of the country became 
obvious; the withdrawal of federal troops in 1877 was not the cause but the 
result of this failure. 

However, private discrimination against African Americans remained wide­
spread, even in non-Southern states. This led to attempts in the early 1870s to 
enact federal legislation to forbid such private discrimination. A civil rights act 
banning racial discrimination by individuals operating in interstate commerce 
was enacted in 1875, but it proved to be the last civil rights bill at the national 
level before the 1950s and in 1883 was effectively annulled by the U.S. Supreme 
Court. 

Detter was very sensitive to this issue. For example, in 1869 he wrote that, 
while slavery was dead, "injustice, its offspring yet lives; oppression is not 
driven from this free land."41 

In 1870 he made a longer statement about this question. He wrote: 

I admit that slavery is a dead issue, and can never be resurrected to life again .... 
But, sir, who can deny that its wicked spirit still haunts us by day and by night? Every­
where we see the hideous form of American prejudice-the offspring of slavery, the 
twin of tyralmy ... The white luan still clings to his prejudices against caste. To be black 
is a crime. To be white is an honor. He has nothing to support his prejudices but the evils 
which slavery entailed upon us, or to establish his theory of the colored man's natural 
inferiority to the white ... Let us teach our children to hate tyranny and oppression, and 
to love liberty's honored name. Slavery's curse still rests upon us. We are yet the sub-
jects of what seems to be an unrelenting prejudice.42 

He explained that he had several things in mind. First, there was the refusal 
of Southern states to accept the Fifteenth Amendment, and the frequent lynch­
ing of African Americans in those states. But he also protested public discrimi­
nation in education in Nevada. In 1870 he wrote of the Eureka school that "no 
children are admitted except those who wear white skins. We have several col­
ored children here who are growing up in ignorance, all on account of the white 
man's prejudices. I ask, when will/man's inhumanity to man' cease?"43 
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Th.e next year, black parents in Carson City successfully challenged the con­
stitutionality of Nevada's discriIninatory school law. After the Nevada Supreme 
Court invalidated this law, Detter wrote about the victory and stated: III leave 
the subject, and honor the Negro who has the courage to attack the enemies of 
his race and rights. I believe you of CalifoTI'lia can accomplish the same if the 
proper reIned y is applied."44 

Second, Detter called for legislation to halt private discrimination. He stat­
ing that the intent of the federal constitution "was to place the Negro in posses­
sion of every political privilege/ and to abolish a111aws founded upon caste: 
abridging the rights of States to legislate against our class because of color. But 
... men evade it and disregard the rights of colored citizens. We are still denied 
privileges which others can purchase." He listed the denial of adlnission to 
hotels, restaurants, and common carriers. Specifically, Detter wrote that the 
Fourteenth Antendment "does not secure us legal redress for all grievances 
afflicted upon us by persons who still believe in Negro inferiority and white 
supremacy over the colored citizen. "45 

Another aspect of his writing was the recognition that, at the time, the Re­
publican party supported the human rights he advocated, although occasion­
ally he despaired of this party and even apparently hoped that the Democratic 
party would also embrace equal justice. In 1870 he wrote that Iisince 1861 the 
Republican Party have swept the country, their standard has been erected in 
every State of this Union," because they were the progressive party in the coun­
try, "advocating equality before the law for all men."46 Later that year, he wrote 
that the mission of the Republican party would not be complete until"every 
law for the protection of human rights" should be II as immovable as the Rock 
of Gibraltar. " 4.7 

In 1869, however, he had remarked that not all Republicans were faithful to 
the ideals of the party: he asserted that som_e were alarn'led at the idea of "negro 
equality" and were afraid of lithe fearful ghost of Chinese suffrage, called up 
frOln the tomb by Delnocratic Spiritualists to delude faint-hearted Republicans." 
He was commentiJlg at that tin'le on the rising anti-Chinese sentiment in Ne­
vada, encouraged by the Democratic party, which in 1870 was the beneficiary 
of the Republican party's first defeat in that state. 

Just before the election in 1870 he wrote that the Democrats in Nevada were 
making a strong effort and that Ilthey use the Chinese improved Inusket, in­
tended to kill at long range."48 These remarks indicate clearly that he was 
not endorsing the powerful anti-Chinese Inovement. He was also prescient in 
foreseeing the powerful effect on Nevada politics of the rise in anti-Chinese 
prejudice. 

In 1872, when the independent candidacy of Republican Horace Greeley 
threatened the reelection of President Ulysses Grant by aiding the Democratic 
party, Detter asked: "is it expected that we, like Greeley, will abandon a party 
who has given us every political right which has long been withheld by the 
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party that Greeley has chosen as his political friends? He is a traitor." He as~ 
serted that Uthe time is not yet for us to experiment with our liberty and rights. 
They are none too secure," and urged that Grant Uis the friend of freedom, and 
the advocate of equal rights for all."49 

In late Novelnber, 1873, however, apparently in frustration at the failure of 
Congress to pass the civil rights bill then before it, Detter expressed disillusion­
mentwith the Republican party. Noting that Negroes had II clung to the Repub­
lican party since the close of the rebellion," he remarked that lIthe dusky war­
riors ... fought for the saIne cherished principles as those of 1776 and 1812. 
When the monster Slavery fell dead at the feet of the Republic ... it was then 
the Negro believed Justice would ever be the reward of his race."50 

He also wrote that "the great sacrifice of life and limb ... has not removed 
American prejudices. We are citizens, yet denied the privileges of citizens. Our 
civil rights are not respected ... It is yet a crime not to be white." He noted that 
while the colored man could expect no help from his enemies, "we demand of 
those whom we support and endorse to secure LlS every right by State and 
National legislation [although] they are slow to heed our appeals and demands 
for Justice." He implied that Negro voters should not automatically vote for 
Republicans: IIVote for no man who is doubtful; bring them square up to the 
point of justice." 

Nearly a year later, he was even more emphatic. Assuming the civil rights 
bill to have died in Congress, Detter wrote that this failure had weakened the 
faith of Negroes in the Republican party. He asserted that lIthe legislators of the 
Republican party deserted us at the very time when the capstone was to be 
placed in positionl completing the great citadel of American liberty and fixing 
forever the civil status of the colored Americans." Saying that this outcome 
was an insult to 800,000 colored voters in the country, he repeated the advice 
he gave the year before: "Let us vote for no candidate who believes a white 
American citizen is entitled to more privileges and consideration than a col­
ored citizen. Let us aim to make an example of such. II Speaking of the lynching 
of Negroes in the South and charging that President Grant was "too lenient to 
the midnight assassins," he stated: "I care not if the coming political contest is 
made outs.ide of the Republican ranks, if by so doing we are to receive the 
rights of freemen. "51 

Tholnas Detter's last known major statement of his views on human rights 
consists of excerpts from an address he delivered in San Francisco in 1875, in 
celebration of the anniversary of the Fifteenth Amendment. By this time the 
new civil rights bill had become law. Detter was more optimistic than he had 
been earlier and had returned to the Republican party, although he still as­
serted that the battle for freedom had not been won conlpletely. He wrote: 

I regard the passage of the Civil Rights Bill as the last act in the drama of hunlan 
rights, fixing ever, I trust our political and social status in these United States. The negro 
is no longer a slave-he is a freeman. Now and forever in his native land he is an Ameri~ 
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can citizen. I see hhn rUIUlirtg side by side with his white cOlnpetitors for the city of 
fame, where the statesman, warrior, philosopher and the hero are resting upon their 
golden laurels ... Look at the strides he has made in a decade frolll the servitude of the 
plantation. Beneath the dome of the nation's capitol he stands, contending with the 
ablest adversaries of his race.52 

While he also thanked God, Detter praised the Republican party for this 
result. "I am here to ask you as American citizens to keep the jewel of freedom 
in the house of its friends. The Republican party is my party, and should be the 
party of every colored man, until its great mission is completed- until per­
sonal and constitutional freedom is ever secure." 

In Detter's writings the Democratic party is routinely condemned as the party 
of treason and, more important, the party which defended slavery and founded 
itself on American prejudices. A curious exception is that Detter claimed in 
1869 and 1870 that James Madison, one of the most important architects of the 
federal Constitution and later president, had once supported citizenship for 
freed slaves. Detter first made this claim in a letter from Elko written on Octo­
ber 18, 1869, and repeated it in his 1870 address in Elko when he said that 
Madison had said that "if the negro is set free by virtue of the laws of our 
country, citizenship follows. liS) In 1870 Detter also asserted that Democrats had 
once allowed free blacks to vote in several states before the 1830s, with the 
result that some Negroes had voted for Democrats during this period. 

The editor of the Elevator remarked with sadness that Detter had committed 
a Ilgrave error" by asser6ng that Democrats had once supported rights for 
Negroes. Instead, the editor claimed, "the Democratic Party have always op­
posed negro suffrage."54 

James Madison, like Jefferson and several other early leaders of the nation, 
was a slaveholder who realized that slavery was wrong, although he did not 
free his slaves at his death. He strongly opposed the slave trade, but also be­
lieved that African Americans, if freed, could not continue to live in the United 
States. Toward the end of his life he accepted the presidency of the American 
Colonization Society. Although most advocates of colonization favored send­
ing free blacks to Africa, Madison supported sending them to the vast area 
added to the United States by the Louisiana Purchase and financing the pur­
chase of their freedom by using part of the proceeds from the sale of public 
lands. This view implicitly rejected the notion that African Americans could 
ever become part of the voting population of the United States.55 

While Madison never embraced citizenship (which did not automatically 
guarantee suffrage rights) or voting rights for freed slaves, Detter may have 
read too Inuch into a statement Madison made in number 54 of the Federalist 
Papers. That number was an attempt to justify the "three-fifths rule" for appor­
tioning seats in the House of Representatives among the states. The Constitu­
tion provided that the states with slaves received credit for three-fifths of their 
slaves for this purpose, although no Southern state allowed slaves or freed 
slaves to vote. Madison justified this provision on the ground that representa-
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tion in the lower house of the national legislature involved both upersonal rights 
of the people II and wealth, and of course the slaves were U considered as prop~ 
erty, not as persons." However, possibly because this made him somewhat 
uneasy, Madison went on to assert that slaves were not entirely devoid of 
personal rights. Moreover, he ended this long paragraph with the recognition 
that only the legal definition of slaves as property gave them this status. He 
then wrote that Uit is admitted, that if the laws were to restore the rights which 
have been taken away, the negroes could no longer be refused an equal 
share of representation with the other inhabitants. II This does not specifically 
endorse suffrage for them; the context was the number of representatives to 
be assigned to each state, not who should elect them. But it might be read as 
implying that freed slaves could become voters. Detter's statement above is a 
paraphrase of this sentence, not a direct quotation of it.56 

CONCLUSION 

In evaluating Detter's ideas about and moral stances toward racism, it needs 
to be kept in mind that these views were by no means widely accepted at the 
time in the nation or in the various western states in w'hich he lived, including 
Nevada. To the contrary, 'white racism was pervasive and deeply imbedded in 
both law and practice. One example of this is the U one drop rule" which he 
criticized in Nellie Broz,un. This ridiculous notion obviously rests on the view 
that any degree of non-white ublood" is polluting. 

Pervasive racism is also apparent in the pattern of law, at both state and 
national levels, before Reconstruction. For example, when Nevada became a 
territory in 1861 and then a state in 1864, its constitution and statutes assumed 
a fundamental chasm between persons who were white and persons who were 
not white. 

Although neither statute nor court decision ever defined the term white 
during this period, in fact Nevada law denied basic rights to three groups, 
implicitly assumed to be racially inferior. At that time, only whites could vote, 
hold office, serve on juries or be attorneys, while-' with minor exceptions­
African Americans, Native Americans and Chinese wer prohibited from testi­
fying against whites in either civil or criminal cases and from attending public 
schools, except in the rare case in which a segregated school was established. 
Nevada law also forbade the marriage of whites with members of the three 
non-white groups, although there was no blanket prohibition of marriage across 
racial lines. There were other minor discriminatory laws directed at these three 
groups. At the same time, members of these non-white groups were required 
to obey the laws they had not been allowed to shape and to pay taxes on the 
same basis as whites:'>7 

Finally, although white raciSln was so taken for granted that much of the 



210 ELMER R. Rusco 

time it was not explicitly defended, there were plenty of times when it was. For 
example, District Judge George G. Berry of Humboldt County, Nevada, at the 
time also publisher of the Humboldt Register, in 1868 accused the Republicans of 
believing in "the civil and political equality of all men upon a common ground 
of natural and inalienable rights." The Democratic party, he maintained, be­
lieved 'Ithat the Declaration of Independence ... was never intended by its 
authors to embrace the inferior and savage races, but that it simply related the 
distinction of cast [sic], founded on birth, blood and divine right then existing 
in all European countries." In other words, he asserted, only "all Europeans 
were equal before the law and endowed with the same rights."s8 

Judge Berry's revealing statement reflects a fact that so far has been ignored 
almost completely in the writing of Nevada's history. These histories have also 
missed the important fact that, during the 1860s, some Republican leaders of 
the state rejected racism and tried to repeal discriminatory laws. These in.eluded 
Warren M. Nye, the Territorial Governor and one of Nevada's first United States 
Senators; the other first Senator, William Stewart; George Nourse, the state's 
first Attorney General, and its first federal judge, Alexander Baldwin. These 
men were among the more cosmopolitan of Nevada's early political leaders. 
They were deeply affected by the Civil War and by the Reconstruction period, 
when prohibitions against racial discrinlination were added to the federal Con­
stitution for the first time.59 

Obviously, tnany of Detter's commentsl quoted above, were inspired by what 
was going on at the national level, but he also commented on what was hap­
pening in California, Idaho and Nevada. Nevada's short Reconstruction ended 
dramatically in 1870, when a riot against the Chinese in Unionville intensified 
anti-Chinese prejudice and ended efforts to eliminate discrimination against 
the other groups considered not white.60 

Unfortunately, we do not know the views of Thomas Detter after 1875. This 
was only two years away from. the formal withdrawal of federal troops from 
the South. After 1877 the non-southern states increasingly accepted the reali­
ties of the reimposition in the South of a form of racial inequality in practke not 
far from slavery. Not surprisingly, racial discrimination increased in the North 
at this time. All of these reversals of the promise of freedotn he had celebrated 
earlier must have deeply disturbed him. Perhaps he continued to write on these 
subjects when he moved to the South; if so, we may hope that some of these 
writings will come to light. 
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Territorial Governor, Jmnes Warren Nye, 1861-1864. 
(Nevada Historical Society) 

211 



212 ELMER R. Rusco 

NOTES 

lElmer R. Rusco, Good Time Coming? Black Nevadans in the Nineteen.th Century. Westport, 
Corulecticut: Greenwood Press, 1975: 8-10, 104-9. The quotation is on ") 04. 

2This statute is noted in Good Time Coming?: 23. The title of this book is taken from a comment 
by a Nevada black leader. I did not know at this time that the phrase "The Good Time Coming is 
almost here! II was the first line of a popular song by Henry Clay Work called "Wake Nicodemus!" 
This song was about a slave named Nicodemus who died "long ago" but asked to be awakened 
"for the Great Jubilee!" Bahr Vermeer & Haecker, "Cultural Landscape Report" for the Nicodemus 
National Historic Site, Graham County, Kansas, 2001: 11-27-29, figure after 11-44. 

3Rusco, Good Time Coming?, 8-10. 
4Letitia Woods Brown, Free Negroes in the District of Colurnbia, 1790-1846 (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1972). 
5ELevator (6 May 1870) p. 2. 
6lbid. (14 February 1874) p . 2. 
7Rusco, Good Tirne Coming? 58,73-80; 1/ A Black Doctor on the Comstock." IX Greasewood Tablettes 

2 (Summer 1998) "1-3. 
8Elevator (17 May 1862), p . 3. 
9John Hope Franklin, The E-fnancipation Proclanzation (Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1963). 

Garry Wj\\s has written about the significance of the Declaration of Independence in changing 
Lincoln/s fundamental understanding of American identity. See Inventing America: jefferson's 
Declaration of Independence (Garden City, New York: Doubleday & Co., 1978), and Lincoln at 
Gettysburg: The Words That Remade America (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1992). 

lORusco, Good Time Coming?, 152-5. 
11 Elko Independent (1 January 1870), p. 2. 
12Rusco, Good Time Coming?, 162. 
13lbid., 156. 
14Eureka Sentinel (17 October 1871). Another ad for his cough tonic asserted that jt "exccIs any 

ever introduced for curing deep seated Colds and Consumption." Pacific Appeal (9 January 1875), 
p.2. 

lsRusco, Good Time Cmning?, 9. 
16ELevator (6 July 1863) p. 2:2. 
17Jbid. (19 March18(9) p. 2. 
18Reprinted in Pacific AppeaL, (18 November 1876). The marriage records in the Eurekn County 

Courthouse give her lust name as Bronson; they were married on November 2, 1876. Marriage 
Record/Eureka County / A: 84. 

19Thomas Wren, ed., A History of the State of Nevada: Its Resources and People (New York: Lewis 
Publishing Co., 1904), 199. 

20Eureka County Recorder's Office, Register of Deeds, Book 2: 387, Book "10: 629; Business 
Directory of the Pac~f'ic States and Territories, for 1878 (San Francisco, 1878), 184. 

21Lander County Courthouse, Recorder's Office, Register of Deeds, Book 40: 708-9i Eureka 
County Courthouse, Recorder's Office, Register of Deeds, Book 3: 429, Book 7: 599; Business 
Directory of the Pacific States and Territories, j()r 188U-1881 (San Francisco, 1881) 175. Eureka was in 
Lander County in 1872. 

22Rusco, Good Time Coming? 161i Eureka County Courthouse, "Record of Vital Statistics" 
compiled by George and Phyllis Hawes, Eureka Sentinel (20 May 1874), p. 2:4. 

23Recorder's Office, Eureka County Courthouse, Register of Deeds, Book 11: 616 and Book 12: 
65, Book 13: 391. 

24Pac~f'ic Appeal (24 April 1875),p. 2. 
2sElevator (29 October 1869), p. 2. Lest anyone suspect, as I did at first, that Detter did not 

know the meaning of "amenable," the second meaning of this word, according to the Random 
House Dictionary of the American Language, is "liable to be called to accounti cmswerable; legally 
responsible." 

26ELevator (3 July 18(8) ,p. 1. 
27See Pacific Appeal (9 October 1875), p. 2. In this letter, which mourned and praised Reverend 

Jeremiah B. Sanderson, Detter elaborated on his belief in resurrection, made possible by Christ's 
sacrifice for humanity. 



Thomas Detter 213 

28Elevator (3 July 1868), pp. 1-2. 
29Pacific Appeal (28 March -1874), p. 2. For similar references to human rights, see Pacific Appeal 

(1 August 1874), p. 2. 
30Rusco, Good Time Coming?, 8. 
31Elevator (2 October 1868), p. 2; (6 May 1870), pp. 1-4. 
32Pacific Appeal (24 April -1875), p. 2. 
33This and the quotations in the following paragraph are from the Elevator, (6 May 1870), p. 2. 
34Elevator (15 April 1870), p. 3, Elko independent (13 April 1870), p. 2. The independent could not 

be accused of racial tolerance; the week before an editorial predicted that if the Radica1.s continued 
to support Chinese immigration, they would "see upon this coast the uplifting of the b1.oody 
barmer of extermination. __ That war of the races willlenve no Chinamen on these shores." (6 
April 1870), p. 2. 

35 Pac~flc Appeal (30 March 1872), p. 2. 
36Elevator CI6 May 1874), p. 1. 
37Pacific Appeal (24 October 1874), p. 2. 
38Ibid. (13 June 1863), p. 2-
39Elevator (26 October 1866), p. 3. 
40The citizenship provision contained a qualification that persons "not under the jurisdiction" 

of the United States government did not become citizens by birth. For many years this exempted 
Native Americans, and now applies only to the small number of families of diplomats of other 
nations living in the United States. Stntes were forbidden by this amendment to deprive any 
person of liberty without due process of law, to deny any person the equal protection of the 
laws, and to deprive any person of privileges and immunities of United States citizenship. 

41Elevator (29 October 1869\ p. 2. 
42Pacific Appeal (H October -1870), p_ 3. 
43/bid. (16 December 1871), p. 2. 
44ibid. (30 March 1872), p. 2. 
45lbid. (30 March 1872), p. 2. 
46Ibid. (5 November 1870), p. 3. 
47Ibid. (21 November 1870), p. 3. 
48Elevator (29 October 1869), p. 2., Pacific Appeal (17 Seph:_mber 1870), p. 3. 
49Pacific Appeal (7 September 1872), p. 1. 
50Tllese quotations and those in the following paragraph are from Ibid. (8 November 1873), 

p. 1. 
51 Pacific Appeal (24 October 1874), p. 2. 
52Tllis and the quotations in the following paragraph are from Ibid. (24 April 1875), p. 2. 
53Elevator (29 October 18(9), (6 May -1870), p. 2. 
54lhid. (15 April 1870:), p. 3. 
55Matthew T. Mellon, Early A-rnerican Views on Negro Slavery (New York; Bergman Publishers, 

1969), 124--164. 
56Detter might have known of Madison's statement from reading the Federalist Papers, of course, 

but could also have found the entire number 54 in (.1 book first published in 1844 by leading 
abolitionist Wendell Phillips. The Co-nstitution, a Pro-Slavery Compact, Selections from The Madison 
Papers (New York: Negro Universities Press, 1969) 65-7. 

57fhit; pattern is described in detail in Rusco, Good Time Corning? 
58Rusco, "Riot in Unionville, Nevada : A Turning Point/' In Susie Lan Cassel, ed. The Chinese 

in America (Walnut Creek: AltaMira Press, 2002), p. 96. 
59 An unpublished manuscript by the nuthor dealing with race and law in Nevada from 1861 

to 1943 documents the existence of Radical Republicans among Nevada's chief governmental 
officials. 

6oRusco, Good Time Cominx?, "Riot in Unionville"; th~ manuscript by the author on race and 
law in Nevada from 1861 to 1943; and Eugene H. Berwanger, The West and Reconstruction (Urbana: 
University of lIIinois Press, 1981). 



214 ELMER R. Rusco 



Notes and Documents 

Bookkeeper in a Gambling Joint 
Charles Hirsch and the Early Professionals 

of the Casino Industry 

DAVID SCHWARTZ 

Any investigation into management concerns in luodern casino operation will dis­
close parallels in management of any other less esoteric business. Initially there is a 
concern with profits, the fine art of ending up with more money than you started with. 
Most An1erican businesses today can be described as a series of mistakes corrected 
sufficiently to result in a profit. Casinos in Nevada are classifiable as an American busi­
ness and as such can claim no special ilnlTIUnity.l 

- Charles Hirsch 

In the popular ilnagination,the casinos of Nevada, though certainly profit­
able since the 1940s, surrendered to professional accounting and management 
only with the coming of Ilcorporate control" in the 1970s. The usual glib rehash 
of the 1950s casino scene imparts, intentionally or not, that all casino managers 
were frog-throated mob torpedoes who relied on guile and terror to keep the 
money flowing. In that version, any serious consideration of the development 
of professional casino management is unilnportant, because only the corpora­
tions are deemed to have brought professional management to the business 
and rescued it from its shameful mob roots. 

But this interpretation unfortunately neglects the men and women who ac­
tually developed the accounting and management techniques that keep casi­
nos rUlming in the black to this day. Dismissing the fiscal foundations of the 
gaming industry as the province of mob money doesn/t at all clarify how ca­
sino operators successfully operated businesses built on risk. To do so, they by 
necessity relied on Ineticulous auditors. It was the development of professional 
casino management in the 1950s that was to demonstrate the stable profitabil­
ity of Nevada's legal gaming industry, enabling the evolution of corporate ca­
sino ownership. 

David G. Schwartz is the Coordinator of the Gaming Studies Research Center at the 
University of Nevada, Las Vegas. His first book, Suburban Xanadu: The Casino Resort on 
the Las Veg-as Strip and Beyond, analyzed the evolution of the commercial casino industry 
in the United States. He is currently at work on Roll the Bones, a comprehensive world 
history of gambling, to be published by Gotham Books in 2006. 
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Charles]. Hirsch. 
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Although professional accounting and management produced corporate con­
trol for Nevada casinos, and not the reverse, pre-corporate casino profession­
als have remained more or less invisible in popular historiography. The rela­
tive inscrutability of early casino managelnent has been more the product of 
intellectual laziness than a true lack of documentation. After all, to truly con­
sider the roots of professional casino managem.ent before the 1970s would force 
scholars to question many popularly held assumptions about gaming history. 
If early casinos and the casino industry of today display shared management 
teduliques, might there be other parallels as well? That early casinos were fun­
damentally similar to modern ones, not only in accounting but also in mark t­
ing, operations, and structure, is a notion that, if fully explored, would effec­
tively set most of the popular writing about gaming history on its head. 

Nevertheless, Nevada's casino industry indisputably utilized professional, 
college-trained managers quite early. Nowhere is the early professionalization 
of casino management seen more clearly than in the career of Charles J. Hirsch. 
Born ill. 1912 in New York City, Hirsch earned a degree in accounting from Pace 
University and in 1938 moved to Las Vegas, where he worked as an accountant 
for the Apache Hotel and did independent accounting work. With the advent 
of World War II, Hirsch entered the anned forces and rose to the rank of cap­
tain while auditing contract terminations. After the war/ he returned to Las 
Vegas and, following a brief stint in two local accountancy offices, took a job 
with the Golden Nugget, then an unremarkable downtown casino. His tenure 
spanned 1950 to 1970, twenty of the most fornlative years in the development 
of the casino resort. By the early 1960s/ he had risen to the position of chief 
accounting officer, controller, and assistant secretary. In 1970/ he went to work 
for Howard Hughes's organization at the Sands as controller.2 

Hirsch's press-oriented biography sheet claimed that he "pioneered in ca­
sino systematization," and the detailed records to be found in his collection 
substantiate this assertion. Extant records enumerate the drop, net recovery/ 
and percentage of profit for roulette/ blackjack, and craps for the period 1952 to 
1.966. Hirsch also tracked profits in the poker rOOln from 1958, the year that it 
opened. Hirsch's bookkeeping was meticulously detailed. By the mid 1960s he 
supervised an office of seventeen employees, nine of whom worked solely on 
accounting and audit functions. Hirsch and his staff produced both daily op­
erational reports and a monthly financial report. As Hirsch described it: 

... the preparation of the daily operating control is only a small part of an audit 
fWlction which culn1inates in the financial report produced on the seventh of each month. 

This is a respectable document in itself. It consists of twenty-two pages of financial 
infonnation with year-to-date, prior month, current Inonth/ and current year-to-date 
conlparisons. It includes a net variation in fixed assets analysis and an analytical pre­
sentation of current income tax liability. 

These financial statelnents are drawn from general ledger accounts so organized that 
all supporting schedules for federal income tax purposes are n1aintained on a current 
basis and for twelve years OUf FI Rs [federal incOlne tax returns] have been filed on the 
fifteenth day of January.3 
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These financial statements provided more than interesting reading for 
casino executives- they fonned the backbone of casillo audit procedures, which 
in turn permit in~house and state audits. These regular audits were a necessary 
precondition for mainstream investment in the industry as well as for 
state regulation of the industry, the power to track wilulings and losses effec­
tively being, more or less, the power to detect skimming, cheating, and fiscal 
irregularities. 

On a daily basis, casino managers wrestled in particular with three catego­
ries: the Drop, Win, and Hold. The Drop was the money (placed in drop boxes) 
with which customers purchased chips at gaming tables. Drop effectively mea­
sured the business that a casino conducted during a shift- how many chips 
players bought at the tables. The amount of money dropped at a table, minus 
the anlount of chips missing frOln a table at the end of a shift, was that table's 
Win for the shift. When the cumulative wins of the casino's tables were added, 
this produced the casino's total shift win. The Hold p "rcentage of an individual 
table was the fraction of money dropped that the casino retained. In a nutshell, 
casino managers struggled to increase the Drop and Win of their casinos by 
keeping the Hold percentage as high as possible- something that they could 
do only with the assistance of casino systemization as pioneered by Hirsch. 

By recording table game statistics, accountants could track the efficiency of 
certain games, tables, and even dealers. They maintained a kind of fiscal sur­
veillance that often pointed managers to II leaky" tables. For an interested news­
paper reporter, Hirsch skillfully demonstrated the skill of tnanagement in us­
ing Drop and expected Win numbers to maximize efficiency: 

Hirsch showed me a graph of red and green lines, a chart of the play at one dice 
table. The red line was the day shift, the green line the night shift. The red line went 
along decently, getting back a little for the house. The green line didn't. The green line 
looked like the graph of a soup kitchen. All out-go. 

"Now/' said Hirsch. "Was it psychological? A difference between night play and day 
play? Or were we being taken? We changed the shifts. See the graph change? The red 
and green lines are sim.ilar for a month. Then the bottom drops out of the red line- the 
shift formerly represented by a green line. Somebod y had been scared by the shi ft change, 
and then recovered. So we knew there was a defective employee."4 

Casino managers left little to chance. They were fully aware of the paratn­
eters within which "square" play operated. When a consistent disparity be­
tween Drop and Win could not be explained away by luck, they usually fOlu1d 
the source of the variation in the Win. Through skill, casino managers hoped 
to triumph over all those who attempted to tilt the wheel of fortune in their 
direction through deception. IIWe get a lot of people who think we are easy 
tnarks,'1 Hirsch told Newsweek in 1961. "But it's impossible to outsmart us­
we're professionals."s 

The accountant's pride in his professionalism was Inore than gum~f1apping 

badinage. The organization that used his accounting skills was as sophisticated 
as any industrial model then available, hence his assertion that industry had 
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adopted h.is "functional controls." Since casinos were doubly vulnerable­
to the vicissitudes of the dice and to the deception of dishonest employees 
and customers-it stands to reason that they developed stringent control 
mechanislns. 

The rigorous cost-accounting of casinos Inade them examples for other busi­
nesses to follow. Hirsch was fond of telling his listeners that there was little 
fundamental difference between 1/ the administration of a casino and that of the 
more usual industrial enterprise." Both enterprises existed to make money, and 
in both there was, for managers, 1/ the duty to earn profits for owners and stock­
holders.// Hirsch often argued that "industry has finally accepted the validity of 
casino functional controls."6 

As skillful as he was in the accounting room, Hirsch aspired to be more. His 
formative years in Las Vegas-the years immediately after World War II wit~ 
nessed the bloom of the hardy flower of Las Vegas boosterism. Visiting writers 
such as Katherine Best and Katherine Hillier produced glowing tracts like Las 
Vegas: Playf07.vn, LISA. The local attorney Paul Ralli, another exemplar of the 
booster writer, wrote two books that described the growing town through the 
eyes of a divorce lawyer and public citizen. So it makes sense that Hirsch, the 
behind-the-scenes casino accountant, also took upon himself the booster's pre­
rogative to set the record straight about his hometown. 

Thus, the private protector of the house's riches also adopted the role of 
public defender of the faith. Hirsch, a slight, slender Inal1 with a Inischievous 
grin, acquitted himself as not only an excellent accountant and statistician but 
also a sought-after raconteur for both auditors and general audiences. He de­
clahned chiefly upon the bourgeois normalcy of Las Vegas and the travails of 
quality control in the gaming industry. He received invitations to address 
American Society for Quality Control (ASQC) chapters from every section of 
the nation; a partial list of invitations includes Olnaha/Lincoln, Nebraska; Kan­
sas City; Richmond, Indiana; Kankakee/Joliet, Illinois; Huntsville, Alabama; 
Seattle; Utica, New York; and Orange Empire (Anaheim, California). Hirsch 
also was a desired speaker on the service-organization circuit. Groups as dis­
parate as the Long Beach Rotary Club, Oakland Paint and Varnish Association, 
Sacramento American Institute of Industrial Engineering, and assorted other 
Kiwanis and Rotary clubs, requested his presence as an after-dinner speaker. 

Hirsch had appeal as a middle-American everyman. Born in New York but a 
westerner since his twenties, he could transcend narrow regionalisms. He shared 
military service with many men who had just reached middle age in the late 
19505. Like many of them, he had made the move from an eastern city to a 
sunbelt suburb. Hirsch was a senior warden of Las Vegas's Christ Church Epis­
copat as well as a leader in the Boy Scouts. One glowing newspaper account 
of a Hirsch appearance in St. Louis remarked that Hirsch /I takes his work 
seriously but knows when to cut it back with a fine edge of humor."7 Tn his 
tweed jacket and bow tie, Hirsch undoubtedly looked to mem.bers of local 
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businessmen's lodges like a fellow (business) traveler. "He did a real good job 
of 'good-willing,'" the Kansas City Rotary Club reported in describing a typi­
cal Hirsch appearance at which he distributed freebies to the audience in the 
form of used dice and cards.8 

Hirsch sought tirelessly to spread the good word about his adopted home­
town, Las Vegas, and the gaming industry. When speaking before the statisti­
cians and accountants of the ASQC, his self-deprecating claim to still be a "book­
keeper in a gambling joinf' was belied by his thorough analysis of every aspect 
of the daily operation of a casino. Hirsch's various orations covered three main 
thenles: the general reputability of Las Vegas and the legal gaming industry, 
the difficulties of auditing the cash flow of a casino, and quality control within 
the casino. 

Hirsch used humor and semantic argumentation to spread a more positive 
image of his hometown. The Winston-Salem Journal captured Hirsch's technique 
in a 1971 account of his appearance before the Central North Carolina Section 
of the ASQC: 

Hirsch comes frOln Las Vegas, and he says that most of us have Las Vegas all wrong . 
. his, he said, happens because "lnore good-natured nonsense has been written about 

Las Vegas than has been written about any other city in the country except Washington, 
D.C." 

He hastily added that this is about the only thing his hometown has in COlnmon with 
our nation's capital, because: 

"We are not noted for giving people a lot of money." 
All this talk about gangsters and the Mafia? 
Hirsch sighed his mislmderstood businesslllan's sigh and said, "Our business is about 

as lllysteriolls as living in Hershey, Pa., and eating Hershey bars. 
"You've heard of Monaco? 1 don't think anyone ever called Princess Grace a 

gangstress.11 

Running a galnbling joint, he said, "is just a business."9 

Hirsch here used two contrasting images to underscore the purity of Ne­
vada gaming. First, he described the nation's purported glamour capital in 
disingenuously unglamorous terms, implying that the casino's dealers and ex­
ecutives were cut from the saIne cloth as the chocolate makers of Hershey. Next, 
he introduced a contrasting linkage of Las Vegas gambling with Monaco and 
Princess Grace. For the people of central North Carolina, Princess Grace was 
doubtless above reproach, and any gambling conducted under her watch was 
incorruptible. TI1erefore, though the pits and count rooms of Las Vegas were 
manned by men and women who would be equally at home in Hershey (or 
Greensboro, by extension), they conducted themselves with the class-and 
probity-befitting Monte Carlo. 

Hirsch's defense of Las Vegas was apparently effective; press reports of his 
speeches were unstintingly positive. It is impossible to dismiss his pooh-poohing 
of gangsters and the Mafia as simple deception. After all, he never denied the 
presence of gangsters in Nevada gambling. Instead, he emphasized that the 
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gaming industry was just a business. It was his job, and that of other managers, 
to ensure the efficient running of the casino and the maximization of profits for 
investors. That a portion of these investors, unable to be licensed, received their 
dividends via skim1l'led proceeds, is undoubtedly important, but it is no rea­
son to call into doubt the legitimacy of casino operations or the efficacy of func­
tional controls. So Hirsch was right in insisting that, in spite of the cloud of 
disreputability that still obscured it, gambling was "just a business." 

And it is in his discussions of gambling as a business that Hirsch's speeches 
yield their greatest value. Hirsch spoke frequently about the nightmares en­
gendered by a Illiquid inventory" of cash. The problems of the casino, he said, 
were parallels of those of any business, and he argued that if one substituted 
agents, managers, and salesmen for the terms floormen, boxmen, and dealers, 
one could easily see the "control requirements" of the pit. As in any business, 
the "net effectiveness of individual employees" directly impacted the profit­
ability of the operation. Instead of a mark~up on retail stock, casinos had a 
Hold percentage that allo'wed profits. Diligent managers had constantly to 
monitor the Win and Drop to maintain a profitable operation. "Individual per­
formances must be gauged against acceptable standards of deviation," Hirsch 
wrote. "Prompt recognition is essential in the investigation of assignable causes 
as differentiated from the chance causes of variation which abound in gam­
ing." In other 'words, Hirsch and his peers had to find cheaters quickly in order 
to remain in business.1o 

Hirsch also described the pervasive govenunental presence within the ca­
sino. The Nevada casino industry, he noted, was "publicly controlled to a de­
gree that in any other industry would constitute an invasion of privacy." Gam­
ing Control Board agents were free at any time to take as "custodial samplings" 
(i.e., to impound) cards, dice, and slot machines. All employees were annually 
reqUired to renew their police clearances. Ownership of a casino was tightly 
nlonitored. Any interest in excess of one percent was "the subject of federal, 
state, and local reports, quarterly and annually," with changes in stock owner­
ship reported lnonthly. Hirsch reported that his casino llad two thousand stock­
holders "scattered froln here to Spain/' and left to the listeners' imaginations 
the lilnethods necessary to conform with the state and federal licensing require­
ments." Hirsch believed this regulation made casino gaming a boon to Nevada 
and a public good. He proudly stated that casinos, unique in all of industry, 
were subject to licensing standards designed with Ilpublic policy as the only 
criterion."11 

Finally, Hirsch stressed the importance of quality control to the profitable 
operation of a casino. As a Ilhigh-voltune, fast turnover, low Inark-up" busi­
ness, a casino needed to rely on a razor-edge of probability. Any defects in 
cards or dice could be turned to the advantage of an observant customer or 
double-dealing employee, so strict controls were instituted. Hirsch convinc­
ingly used slide displays of cards and dice to illustrate the details of their 



222 DAVID SCHWARTZ 

manufacture and attempts made to manipulate them by chea ters. Each die was 
checked upon delivery to ensure its flatness and symmetry to one ten-thou­
sandth of an inch. Playing cards were subject to a similarly stringent accuracy 
check. Nothing was wasted, however; decks that did not pass muster were 
repackaged and given to patrons as souvenirs.12 Some of them, no doubt, Hirsch 
passed out on his II good-willing" tours. Exemplifying the astute managers of 
early casino resorts, he found ways to tum even the dross of his business into 
profit. 

What then does the early development of professional casino accounting 
mean? For one, it indicates that the typically glib division of gaming history 
into two disconnected periods~pre-corporate (or mob, in informal cOlllpany) 
and corporate-is flawed. A more accurate assessment of the evolution of the 
casino resort would consider the many factors that led to the continued elabo­
ration and expansion of a concept dating from the early 1940s, the integrated 
hotel/casino / resort. It wou ld also require historians to hear the voices of those, 
like Hirsch, who belied the stereotype of the early casino professional. 

NOTES 

1 Undated speech fragment Box 1, Charles). Iirsch Collection, Special Collections, Lied 
Library, University of Nevada, Las Vegas (hereafter cited as C) H). 

2Biographical Sketch, Box 2, CJH. 
3UntitJed speech fragment, Box 2, C)H. 
4Jack Rice, "His Eye on Figures in Las Vegas Casino," St. Louis Post-Dispatch (29 October 1961), 

Box 6, CJH. 
5"Engineering: Square l3oncs," Ne'l.{)sweek (3 July1961), Box 6, CJH. 
6Box 2, CJH. 
7Rice, "His Eye on Pigures." 
8Box 2, CJH. 
9Roy Thompson, "Las Vegan Defends Honor of His City/, Winston -Salern Journ.al (3 March 

19T1), Box 6, CJH . 
lOBox 2, C) H. 
llSpeech fragment, Box 2, C]H. 
12UntitJed press clipping, Box 2, CJH. 
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Elll1er Ritter Rusco 
May 6, 1928 - July 2, 2004 

ELMER RITIER Rusco 

When Elmer Rusco died in Virginia on July 2,2004, at the age of 76, Nevada 
lost an ashlte observer of political and governmental affairs, a prominent cham­
pion of equal rights before the law, and a groundbreaking historian. The Ne­
vada Historical Society lost a good friend and longtime supporter. 

Elmer was born in Kansas in 1928 and grew up there, eventually attending 
the University of Kansas. It was while he was a university student that he first 
gained an awareness of institutionalized racism, became a political activist, 
and embarked upon a lifelong campaign against racial discrimination. 

After earning his doctorate in political science at the University of Califor­
nia, Berkeley, he taught at several schools before coming to Reno and the Uni­
versity of Nevada in 1963. He was one of those responsible for organizing and 
shaping a new Department of Political Science, and during two decades of 
teaching in the department he published a number of articles and monographs 
on political subjects. Among these were "Voting Behavior in Nevada" (1966), 
"Voting Behavior in Arizona" (1967), "Minority Groups in Nevada" (1966), and 
"Voices of Black Nevada" (1971). When the American Civil Liberties Union of 
N-evada was created, Elmer was one of its founders and he later served as its 
president. 

By the mid-1970s, Elmer was increasing y looking at the historical aspects of 
subjects that interested him, prominently the status of Nevada's racial and eth­
nic Ininorities, and the development of civil rights in the state. He strongly 
believed that knowledge and understanding of past events were critical to an 
accurate perception of current political and social problems, and that a famil­
iarity with history could facilitate the finding of solutions to those problems. 
In 1975, he published a pioneering study of Nevada/s African-American in­
habitants during the decades of the Comstock mining boom. "Good Time Co-rn­
ing?": Black Nevadans in the Nineteen.th Ceontury is still considered, thirty years 
later, the definitive work on the subject. 

A succession of Inagazine and journal articles focusing on the history of 
Nevada's minorities followed. A story about black rancher Ben Palmer for 
Nevada Magazine, articles on "Native Americans in Nevada," "Nevada Law 
and Race," and "The Civil Rights Movement in Nevada il for Nevada Public Af­
fairs Review, and the article "Formation of the Pyramid Lake Paiute Tribal Coun-
cil, 1934-1936" for the Journal (~f California and Great Basin Anthropology, were 
joined by such contributions to the Nevada Historical Society Quarterly as "The 
Organization of the Te-Moak Bands of Western Shoshone" (1982), "Formation 
of the Reno-Sparks Tribal Council, 1934-1939" (1987), liThe Civil Rights Move­
ment in Hawthorne" (2000), and "The Chinese Massacres of 1866" (2002). 
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Subjects in the wider, but related fields of general Nevada and u.s. history 
also attracted his attention, and led to numerous publications. Among them 
were the booklet The Bench Marks of . .. Character and Way of Life: The Acquisition 
of Rancho San Rafael Regional Park (1998), his introduction and notes to a book­
length edition of A.J. Liebling's A Reporter at Large. Dateline: Pyramid Lake, Ne­
vada (2000), an examination in Nevada Public Affairs Revie'w of liThe Truckee­
Carson-Pyramid Lake Water Rights Settlement Act and Pyramid Lake" (1992), 
and a nutnber of articles for the Nevada Historical Society Quarterly. These jn­

cluded II Alternate Visions of Reno" (1985), which was an extended review of 
new books about the city, and "Campaign Finance Reform in the Silver Era: A 
Puzzle" (1995). In 2000, the University of N'evada Press published his major 
work, A Fateful Time: The Background and Legislative History of the Indian Reorga­
nization Act. 

A lengthy manuscript submitted soon afterward to the university press 
marked Elmer's return to a concentration on the history of Nevada's minori­
ties and civil rights development. It was a just-completed study of race and 
law in the state during the period 1861-1943. He had a companion volume, an 
examination of the development of civil rights in Nevada over the latter de­
cades of the twentieth century, projected and substantially researched when 
illness interrupted his labors. 

Some six years ago, Ebner donated a modest collection of personal papers to 
the Nevada Historical Society. This gift was followed in 2003 by another one of 
the research notes used in producing his book on race and law in Nevada to 
1943, and then, in 2004, by yet one more gift of 25 boxes of research materials 
gathered in preparation for writing his history of civil rights developments in 
the state during the later twentieth century. In a letter accompanying this final 
donation, which was lTIade just after he was diagnosed with ALS, Elmer ex­
pressed the hope that someone else might make use of the research papers to 
write the history that he had projected. If I spent decades gathering these mate­
rials/' he wrote, "and do not want other potential researchers with similar in­
terests to have to redo all this work." 

We at the Nevada HistoricaJ Society, where Elmer had become a familiar 
figure in the research library, will miss his presence - and his arrivals, when he 
would come in full of enthusiaSlTI for whatever new project he was working 
on, ready to explain, characteristically with some dry, witty asides, its impor­
tance and contemporary relevance. Fortunately, 'we do still have with us his 
published works - an important legacy he has left this state and its people. 
And we have the many boxes of his invaluable research notes and materials 
that await the attention of future historians. 

Eric Moody 
Curator of Manuscripts 
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Book Reviews 

Storied Land: Community and MenlOry in Monterey. By John Walton (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2001) 

John Walton's Storied Land is in many ways a synthesis of two books. The 
first is a comprehensive history of Monterey, California that includes groups 
whose voices do not get heard in other texts. The second is an exploration of 
the writing and public nlemory of Monterey. Each chapter contains discus­
sions of both areas. 

Storied Land traces the history of Monterey, and by extension California, frOln 
Native American tiines to the present. The narrative goes well beyond the fa­
miliar pantheon of 10caJ heroes such as Father Junipero Serra, Thomas Larkin, 
Commodore John Drake Sloat, Robert Louis Stevenson, and John Steinbeck. 
Groups overlooked in local history-from Chinese fishermen to Mexican 
paisanos to Sicilian fishermen- appear throughout this book. Moreover, these 
are not just groups to Inention for the sake of diversity. Walton makes sure that 
individuals frorn those groups, with their own names, stories, and personali­
ties, also appear. The interactions among these individuals provide stories just 
as interesting as the romantic tales of the novels set in early California. There 
were squabbles anlong the mission, the presidio, and the local Native Ameri­
can tribal leaders. Local populations, led by powerful fanlilies such as the 
Vallejos and the Castros, challenged central authority fronl Mexico to become 
the leaders of a senli-independent California. Anglo-American land barons 
became powerful (and often disliked) leaders for the rest of the nineteenth cen­
tury. Disgruntled Chinese workers may have been the catalyst for the fire that 
destroyed the grand -Del Monte Hotel. Attempts to turn Monterey into a resort 
for the wealthy clashcd wi th the needs of a working-class industrial fishing 
center. A lively comnlunity of Anglo-Alllerican calmery developers, Japanese 
and Chinese fisherman, Sicilian boat-owners, and a diverse array of male and 
female workers created a commtulity very different from the romanticized treat­
Inents of Cannery Row. When the fishing industry faded, urban renewal and 
the environmental mOVClnent continued to transform Monterey yet again. 
Throughout the book, statistics on demography, labor, and housing provide 
insights into this changing community. 

Each chapter, in addition to recounting the thelnes mentioned above, also 
includes a section on the historiography of the region from a given period 
of tiln.e. Thus, the chapter on the ini tial Spanish settlement includes a section 
on how mission reports contrasted with those of military officials. Taken to-
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gether, these sections chart the various ways that Montereans and outside visi­
tors have seen the region and its history. Writers tended to recount the histori­
cal events that re' nforced their own images of what Monterey was or should 
be. Authors who saw Monterey as a quaint locale for Spanish romances 'were 
prone to focus on the missions and the surrounding ranchos. By contrast, Sicil­
ians who saw Monterey as a place of fisherman primarily concentrated on the 
Italian cormections of the fishing industry to the exclusion of other ethnic groups 
who were also significant to that part of the local story. Moreover, promoters of 
"historic Ii Monterey tended to downplay the ruthless land acquisitions of the 
ever-unpopular David Jacks but lavished great attention on Robert Louis 
Stevenson, who only roomed there for a few months. Serving as a fuller, more 
rounded, successor to Martha Norkunas's The Politics of Public Memory: Tour­
isrn, History, and Ethnicity in Monterey, California, Walton's book emphasizes the 
ways in which rich, pOOf, Hispano, Anglo, Asian, merchant, and laborer have 
all had their own contributions to-and interpretations of- the local story. 

This book will likely become the classic history of the community. Such a 
treatment naturally covers some features and not others (which, as this book 
shows, has been a constant issue for the study of Monterey history from the 
beginning). For example, the foclls is exclusively on Monterey while the sur­
rounding communities such as Pacific Grove and Salinas get only passing men­
tion. As in the case of The Politics of Public Memory, the scarce references to the 
mj1itary history of the Presidio of Monterey after 1900, and especially to the 
local colossus of Fort Ord, remain an issue for this book. The military presence 
from 1940 to the 1980s, transformed Monterey, as well as nearby comm_unities 
such as Seaside and Marina, into diverse, multicultural enclaves; thus the omis­
sion of the military is surprising given the book's strong emphasis on minori­
ties and overlooked stories. Major national events of the twentieth century such 
as the Great Depression and World War II also get downplayed. Overall, how­
ever, the book's sweeping scope, wealth of detail, and lively stories will edu­
cate and entertain scholars of both Monterey Bay and California as a whole for 
years to come. 

Jay Price 
Wichita State University 
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Our Elders Lived It: American Indian Identity in the City. By Deborah Davis Jack­
son (DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 2002) 

Empty Nets: indians, DanIs, and the Columbia River. By Roberta Ulrich (Corvallis: 
Oregon State University Press, 1999) 

Am"ericans left rural hon1es for urban ones throughout the twentieth~cen­

tury, and American Indians were no exception to that trend. In 1900, most Ameri­
cans lived in rural communjties, but by 2000, most (by far) were urban or sub­
urban people. [t is no coincidence that the two United States counties with the 
largest Indian populations in the 2000 census also contained metropolitan cen­
ters that most epitomize urban sprawl in the late twentieth-century West: Los 
Angeles County, California, and Maricopa County, Arizona (Phoenix). TIlis trend 
also held true for the states most relevant to this review essay: Nevada (Las 
Vegas), Washington (Seattle), Oregon (Portland), MilUlesota (Minneapolis), 
Wisconsin (Milwaukee), and Michigan (Detroit). In the twentieth cenhlry, In~ 

dian parents, in the same way as other Americans, lnostly reared their children 
in cities far from where their parents once farmed, ranched, fished, hunted, or 
gathered. Those children grew up in a re-engineered landscape of pavement 
and dams with little room for the "traditional" lifestyles their parents knew. 
These two books examine how Indian people adapted to dislocation from an­
cestral homelands in an era of urban encroachment and forced assimilation. 
jackson's Our Elders Lived It focuses on the upper Midwest while Ulrich's Enlpty 

Nets examines the lower Columbia Basin, but each author explores the ID"any 
boundaries of a dual theme: How can people who link their cultural identity 
with a particular landscape (a) retain an authentic sense of self and (b) make 
that identity relevant to the concerns of children who will never see that home­
land? This theme resonates beyond Indian Country, which, as Jackson sug­
gests, is more a way of thinking than an actual place. Americans live in an 
overwhelmingly urban society so deeply conflicted that it celebrates ruralness 
as if it were a national virtue- the American uheartland./I In a land where most 
people are not rurat this anti-urban fundamentalism is really a denial of self 
that undermines efforts to build viable commlulities. These two books, how­
ever, suggest there are no easy answers. 

The authors apply two different disciplines to the common theme of dislo­
cation: anthropology (Jackson) and journalism (Ulrich). Jackson gathers life­
history interviews with many different people, each presented as an example 
of other people with similar backgrounds. The book describes people and events 
in a mid-size industrial community, "Riverton/' located in the Great Lakes re­
gion of Canada or the United States. Jackson protects the privacy of those inter­
viewed, shielding their identities with fictitious names for people, cities, towns, 
counties, universities, and even companies. Readers, consequently, can only 
guess at actual locations or identities of events, people, and experiences. 
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Jackson suggests Riverton might be any of a number of mid-size cities in Min­
nesota, Wisconsin, Michigan, Ontario, Illinois, or Indiana, although Inost ex­
amples in the text refer to the first three of these political districts. Ulrich, by 
contrast, focuses on the Columbia River and specific fishing sites identifiable 
at scales as small as from one to ten acres and on the "river people" who lived 
and worked at those sites. The resulting book is a mosaic of people and 
events gleaned from Ulrich's lengthy experience as a reporter coveming In­
dian issues in the late twentieth century. Over several decades, Ulrich devel­
oped close contacts with the river people and with federal, state, local, and 
tribal authorities, notably those affiliated with the Yakama, Umatilla, and Warm 
Springs reservations. 

The different methods of the authors explain why each book is weak where 
the other is strong and why neither fully grapples with the common theme 
they both address: adaptive strategies for dislocated, urbanjzed people. Ulrich's 
account weaves individual "memories," court files, and archival records into a 
detailed narrative emphasizing institutional and political issues. The memo­
ries are really com.posite narratives that Ulrich compiled using notes from vari­
ous, largely undocumented sources gathered over several decades. The book, 
sadly, lacks footnotes, although an annotated manuscript is available in Port­
land. Ulrich describes who did what, when, and where, often relating the same 
story at several different points. These narratives, ironically, tell us less about 
Indians as real people with families and hopes than we learn from Jackson's 
interviews w-ith people who cannot be specifically identified. Ulrich's detailed 
"memories" of a re-engineered riverine landscape only vaguely suggest what 
the people thought or how they linked actions with identi ties and "Indian 
ways." The book occasionally veers into racist characterizations of whites as a 
group (e.g., page 213). Even so, the faInily life of white bureaucrats and politi­
cians is for the most part described in more detail than is that of the families of 
the river people. Apart from a few activists who led political fights for fishing 
sites promised in lieu of fisheries ruined by hydropower dams, women are 
mostly invisible in Empty Nests. We learn surprisingly little, for example, about 
how women, children, and men processed or marketed fish, despite the cen­
trality of this issue to disputes over conditions at fishing sites. Our Elders Lived 
It, by contrast, offers thoughtful theory and personal insights from Indian 
parents and their children, with a strong emphasis on fan1ily life, family cul­
ture, and the ways in which people adapted to urban life. Jackson's people and 
places, however, are both unknowable and unique, limiting their usefulness to 
other historians. 

Despite their differing methods, these authors reach related, if contradic­
tory, conclusions. Neither fully confronts the social, educational, and economic 
issues that the next, more urban, generation of children reared by Indian 
parents must face. The authors different takes on sin1ilar themes, however, 
successfully illustrate how Inultiple identities of ethrlicity, race, and class 
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complicate and discredit more simplistic notions of "white// culture versus "In­
dian ways./' Our Elders Lived it provides a much stronger theoretical frame­
work for understanding these issues than does Empty Nets. It presents sophis­
ticated theory in commonsense terms, and it is more solidly grounded in other 
works that explore how and why people redefine cultural identities. Jackson 
pays more attention to how those identities change over time and with physi­
cal distance from traditional homelands/ and she is especially adept at explor­
ing how an individual's experience or age group influences how that person 
adapts to new circunlstances. The strongest chapter/ "Family Ties// examines 
not only how parents communicated their cultural identities to children, 
but also how the next generation misunderstood, failed to recognize, or other­
wise distorted those lessons/ even as they extracted meaning from them. 
Anishinaabeg parents of the upper Midwest, Jackson suggests, built a legacy 
of remembered experiences. They moved away from rural homelands to rear 
children in urban households where kinship (even adoptive) formed the core 
of an Anishinaabeg identity. Continuing involvement with one of these relo­
cated families was more important than blood percentages for determining 
1/ authentic" Indian identities in Riverton. Th parents' experience in a rural 
homeland authenticated their children/s Indian identities/ even if the parents 
explicitly rejected those identities and assilnilated into white/ urban society. 

Empty Nets takes a narrower approach to the question of authentic identity/ 
elnphasizing the in1portance of a particular activity (fishing Colunlbia River 
salmon) as a characteristic distinguishing real Indians from "wannabes." In 
the end/ Ulrich concludes/ capturing, processing/ and consuming a commodity 
(salmon) authenticated Indian identity. This industry and consumeriSln distin­
guished river people from Yakama or Umatilla tribal groups. River people were 
everyday fishermen/ as compared with Indians who seldom, if ever, fished. As 
with Jackson's depiction of .Riverton, where assimilated Indians resented ef­
forts to lump them in with more traditional/ reservation Indians/ Ulrich fo­
cuses on Indians who were alienated from organized tribal identities. Ernpty 
Nets describes how the river people claimed unique, individualistic rights sepa­
rate from treaty rights and reservation Indians. 

Ulrich chronicles how patterns of residence, industry, and community 
changed on the Columbia River as federal/ state, and local authorities manipu­
lated the concept of tribal identity in the late nineteenth and the twentieth­
centuries to suit the interests of non-Indian people. Engineering works on the 
Columbia River segmented the river into a series of lakes that forced river people 
into other occupations and homes. Those who took allotments along the Co­
lumbia River in the period between the Dawes Act of 1887 and the reorganiza­
tion of tribal governments during the 1930s secured promises from federal 
agents for sites in lieu of traditional fisheries. The book carefully reconstructs 
the maddeningly inconsistent, intenninable bureaucratic process that postponed 
fulfillment of that promise past the 1990s. Ulrich understandably sympathizes 
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with the river people and lU1critically reports their libertarian arguments/ which 
often conflicted with the more con1munitarian concerns of tribal authorities. A 
discussion on page 104, however, suggests that the in-lieu sites may have un­
dermined tribal efforts to protect treaty rights to fish the Columbia wherever 
access was available. The river people shifted the focus to include residence 
adjacent to the river as a test for legitimate access, and this tied Indian fishing 
ciain1s to an apartheid system of segregated sites with inadequate and poorly 

. . 

maintained facilities. 
Where much of Empty Nets focuses on the formal discourse of diplomacy 

and litigation, Our Elders Lived It emphasizes infonnal, personal relationships 
and the importance of silence as discourse. Anishinaabegan culture idealizes 
respectful autonomy and responsibility/ which temper concepts of power and 
leadership. Children of seemingly assimilated Indians, consequently, did not 
closely question parents' motives and, instead, misunderstood why their par­
ents downplayed their Indian identities. The children silently miSinterpreted 
their parents/ silence as shamel and respectfully avoided discussion of that is­
sue. In fact, Jackson concludes, silence was an expression of the Indian culture 
for which these children la ter yearned. On this point, these two books reach 
opposite conclusions: Ulrich argues that conscious efforts to perpetuate fish­
ing traditions created or sustained a more authentic Indian identity, whereas 
Jackson suggests that those who carefully avoided any overt association with 
"Indian ways" successfully (perhaps especially) conveyed an authentic Indian 
identity to their children. Children misperceived their parents' motives, but 
Jackson concludes that they unconsciously internalized an Indian identity di­
rectly relevant to their urban lives. Ulrich, by contrast, emphasizes the impor­
tance of ongoing physical experience: doing a specific thing in a particular land­
scape for a long time. Jackson emphasizes the importance of remembered ex­
periences with a particular group of people (kin) in a particular setting, where 
(J.Jhat people did was not nearly as important as with wh01n they did it. Both 
authors, however, ultimately link authentic Indian identity with a place out­
side the city. 

In the end, neither of these books fully confronts what these definitions of 
authentic Indian identities imply for the majority of Indian people, who lack 
any connection with rural places or riverine lives. Indians live in a rapidly ur­
banizing society. They are often victims of urbanization, but they are also ac­
tors in it. Our Elders Lived It is strongest when j t explores the complexities of the 
many Indian identities that share space within the same city, the same commu­
nity, even the same person. Empty Nets could use more of that sort of analysis 
to assess how resolution of the in~lieu issue might affect people who seldom., if 
ever, make use of those sites. The distinction between river people and tribal 
people is a central theme in Empty Nets, but Ulrich uses the terms loosely, often 
failing to note the conflict between that distinction and claims that the tribal 
authorities/ by not supporting river people in their in-lieu claims/ "failed'/ to 
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act in Uthe interests of the tribe" (p. 153). In general, both authors ultimately 
conflate rural and traditionallifeways with an authentic Indian identity, leav­
ing modern urban Indians who do not follow those ways to question their own 
authenticity. The emotional dislocation resulting frolTl that denial of self is at 
least as destructive as the physical dislocations these books describe. In a coun­
try where images of a Ureal" (read "rurar') West of farms and ranches still domi­
nate our popular culture, most Americans are engaged in similar denials of 
self. A broader understanding of Ilauthentic" Indian identities might lead us 
back to a healthier sense of who we really are. 

Max Geier 
Western Oregon University 

People of the Wind River: The Eastern Shoshone, 1825-1900. By Henry E. Stamm IV 
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1999) 

Home to the Eastern Shoshones and Northern Arapahos, the Wind River 
Reservation in western central Wyoming is one of the larger Indian reserva­
tions in the country. Like other reservations, however, it has changed greatly 
since its creation by the Fort Bridger Treaty of 1868. Originally encompassing 
SOlne three million acres, reductions in 1874, 1897, and 1904 cut it by lnore than 
two thirds. In 1939 S0111e of those acres were returned and the reservation cur­
rently covers approximately thirty-five hundred square miles. 

As important as the changes of the reservation's geographical boundaries 
are, of greater importance are the histories of the two tribal groups residing 
there- the Eastern Shoshones and the Northern Arapahos. Loretta Fowler's 
Arapahoe Politics, 1851-1978 (1982) details much of the history of the latter group 
after they arrived at the reservation in 1878. Shoshonean history has been less 
well known. Virginia Trenholm and Maurine Carley's The Shoshones: Sentinels 
of the Rockies (1964) has been the standard account of the combined history of 
the northern, western, and eastern Shoshone groups. For the Eastern Shoshones, 
scholarship has centered around the preeminent eastern Shoshone chief 
Washakie, as represented by Grace R. Hebard's Washakie: Chief of the Shoshones 
(1930). 

As the first real book-length treatment of Easten") Sli.oshone history during 
the second half of the nineteenth century, Stamm's People of the Wind River is a 
welcome addition. He begins with a brief overview of tribal origins and the 
cultural changes wrought by the acquisition of the horse. He clearly de111on­
strates the Shoshones' historical claim to western Wyoming and details the 
important contributions of leaders such as Ohamagwaya (Yellow Hand), who 
brought the Sun Dance to the tribe in the early 1800s. 
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In my estimation, Stamnl fails to adequately cover the period from 1800 to 
1863. This vital sixty-three-year span receives less attention (barely forty pages) 
than the 1871-72 period does. The author barely scratches the surface when 
discussing the fur trade, the iJnpact of the overland-trails system, and the 
Shoshone-Morn1on interactions, three critical themes that fit within the book's 
tin1e frame. Take, for instance, the Rocky Mountain rendezvous. Between 1825 
and 1840 American fur trappers held the vast n1ajority of their summer rendez­
vous in Shoshone lands. This early interaction with Americans greatly enhanced 
the Shoshones' regional prestige, set an important precedent for future 
Shoshone-American relationships, and infused an influential mixed-blood com­
ponent into tribal politics. TIle effects of a half million en1igrants passing through 
the Shoshones' land, as well as the generally amicable Shoshone-Mormon rela­
tionship following the arrival of the Latter-day Saints in 1847, also lacks suffi­
cient attention. 

These quibbles aside, Stamm successfully covers the in1portant years of tran­
sition from 1868 to 1885. From the creation of the Wind River Reservation in 
1868 to the last buffalo hunt in 1885, the tribe suffered critical changes. At first, 
the nUlnerous difficulties seemed insunnountable: the distance from Fort 
Bridger to Wind River; unprepared Ini1itary officers serving as agents; compe­
tition among various church groups for governmental patronage; nearby gold 
rushes; European communities within reservation boundaries; encroachment 
fron1 white settlers and ranchers; unscrupulous administrative exploitation; 
the reduction of land with the Brunot agreement of 1872; the constriction of the 
bison herds; and devastating attacks from the Arapahos, Cheyelmes, and Sioux. 

he Eastern Shoshones responded to these injustices in a variety of ways: by 
maintaining tribal customs and practices whenever possiblc; by fonning an 
alliance with the Crows; by serving as scouts in the United States Army; by 
starting cattle herds of their own; and by supporting agents, Inissionaries, and 
other whites they trusted. Nevertheless, challenges to Shoshonean economic, 
political, social, and rcligious practices increased. Further complicating mat­
ters was the arriva1 of their former tribal foes, the N·orthern Arapahos, as their 
new Wind River Reservation neighbors in 1878. 

Coming to grips with these changes and the governmental pressures associ­
ated with the" civilization" progranl threw the Shoshonean world into confu­
sion. Stamm discusses the realignment and cOlnplications attendant on the ar­
rival of the Arapahos, a change that made native consensus nearly impossible 
and weakened the tribal autonomy of both. He portrays the malfeasance of 
federal agents and employees wi.thin the Shoshone Agency, the ineffectiveness 
of national policies, governmenta 1 neglect in addressing the tribe's basic needs, 
the religious and educational programs offered by the Episcopalians and Ro­
lnan Catholics, and the blending of Latter-day Saint teachings and practices 
within the Ghost Dance movement. The author concludes with a brief discus­
sion of the upheaval brought by the last fifteen years of the century, the forced 
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acculturation of the Shoshones into the dominant society, and further land 
ceSSions. 

Stamm has written a fine work chronicling Eastern Shoshonean history in 
the last half of the nineteenth century. Now it is time for someone to begin the 
process of reconstructing a culturally sensitive history of the Shoshones prior 
to European contact, an etlulohistorical assessment of Eastern Shoshone cul­
ture, and a twentieth-century tribal history. 

Jay H. Buckley 
Brigham Young University 

Exploring Ancient Native America: An Archaeological Guide. By David Hurst 
Thomas (New York: Routledge, 1999) 

There are numerous books in print describing the culture, history, and ar­
chaeological manifestations of the Native American Indian in North America. 
Some are written as scholarly tomes suitable for college-course adoption, while 
others, such as those produced by the National Geographic Society, are for a 
more popular audience. The great rift that separates these two genres of ar­
chaeologicalliterature is an apparent devotion to method and theory; it is the 
sine qua non of scholarly writing, but the bane, it seems of the popular litera­
hue. David Hurst Thonlas, an experienced field archaeologist with the Ameri­
can Museum of Natural History, has wri tten one of those rare books that bridges 
this gap. 

Exploring A·ncient Native America: An Archaeological Guide, as the name sug­
gests, focuses on archaeological sites and museums in the United States and 
Canada that concentrate on Native American heritage and are open to the pub­
lic. At first glance, the book appears to be a well-produced travel guide whose 
target a·udience would include avocational archaeologists; it has forty attrac­
tive color plates of sites and artifacts, as well as numerous maps, photographs, 
diagrams, and drawings evenly distributed throughout the text. The writing 
style is clear and engaging, and the text is unencumbered by scholarly citation. 
Upon reading it, however, one realizes that this book is more than simply an 
assemblage of cool places to visit. Thomas has managed to infuse method and 
theory- the how and why- into a concise narrative style. Many methodologi­
cal and theoretical explanations in greater depth, such as "What Is Radiocar­
bon Dating?" (pp. 25-27), "How To Read Ancient Rock Art" (pp. 66-70), and 
"Infectious Encounters: An American Holocaust" (pp. 193-96), are in text boxes 
appropriately placed vis-a.-vis the cultural context. An additional feature of 
Exploring Ancient Native America is the inclusion of short essays by severa 1 Na­
tive Americans, which gives the book something of an ethnographic voice 
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insofar as a living Native American perspective is often unrecoverable in a 
mute archaeological record. 

The body of the text consists of eight chapters, which genera lly follow a 
chronological sequence not uncommon to archaeological exposition. Thomas 
follows convention by partitioning thirteen millennia of known and unequivo­
cal archaeological evidence into three broad periods: PaleoIndian, Archaic, and 
regionally distinctive agricultural societies. Following a brief introductory chap­
ter addressing hominid evolution, the second chapter focuses on "The First 
Americans," or Paleolndians. Thomas explains the Paleolndian diaspora, de­
scribes the characteristic tool kit, which included stone tools designed to kill 
and butcher Pleistocene megafauna, and, to his credit, presents alten1ative views 
as to the peopling of the Western Hemisphere. The following chapter, entitled 
"Spreading out across Anlerica," portrays the so-called Archaic tradition as 
one of adaptation to regionally diverse post-Pleistocene environments. Archaic 
peoples throughout North America perfected a hunting-gathering-fishing 
lifestyle prior to, and in the absence of, agriculture. Much of western North 
America, as Thomas points ou t, remained in this generalized mode of exist­
ence until European contact, and he illustrates its complexity through his exca­
vation of Hidden Cave near Fallon, Nevada. The next three chapters present 
different manifestations of agricultural economies and population agglomera­
tions: the American Southwest, Eastern Woodland and Plains traditions, and 
the widespread Mississippian culhue. These cultural florescences were made 
possible, explains Thomas, by a number of factors: the diffusion of ideas from 
Mexico, food production, and social-political complexity. The penultilnate chap­
ter describes the calalnity of what the author has described elsewhere as 
Columbian consequences, or those changes that occurred as a result of Euro­
pean contact. Thomas argues that missions- located with greatest frequency 
along the Spanish borderlands from Florida to California- remain one of the 
most tangible cOlnponents of the culhlral landscape from this era. The final 
chapter stresses that Native Americans represent an important part of our plu­
ralistic society and that the encounter continues. 

A substantial portion of Exploring A'ncient Native Arnerica is devoted to sites 
and museums that may be visited by the general public. Each of the u1ajor 
chapters concludes with recolnm~ended places to visit apropos of that chapterls 
topicl and the book contains an appendix of sites and Inuseums in the Uni ted 
Sta tes and Canada that preserve and interpret American Indian heritage. Notes, 
bibliography, and index contribute to the book/s scholarly appeal, and further 
evidence of Thomas's attempt to bridge the bifurcated archaeological litera­
ture is the grouping of recommended readings into general and more special­
ized categories. Regardless of one's acquaintance with the faScinating field of 
archaeology, Exploring Ancien.t Native Am.erica is both a pleasure to read aI'ld an 
indispensable resource for the thinking traveler. 

Peter B. Mires 
Salisbury University 
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Paradise Lost: Calijc)rnia's Experience, America's Future. By Peter Shrag (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1999) 

If the rest of the United States has lessons to learn from California, Nevada 
(and particularly Southern Nevada) should be the first to heed them. Southenl 
Nevada is in many ways an out-of~state extension of the Southern California 
lnulticounty suburban complex, and both the north and south of Nevada have 
been traditionally tied by culture, economics, and politics to the Golden State. 
So Peter Shrag's Paradise Lost is a book that Nevadans should read with open 
eyes. Shrag, a journalist 'who writes for the Sacramento Bee, has both covered 
California's political scene and taught public policy at Berkeley, and is thus 
in a position to synthesize the legislative and elective politics of California in 
a way that is readable- and relevant- to both interested citizens and policy 
professionals. 

Shrag skillfully argues that California/s Iitax revolt/ beginning with Propo­
sition 13 in 1978/ brought lowered expectations and an ongoing slide in the 
quality of California's public services. Indeed, by any imaginable yardstick, 
California has been transfornled fronl a thriving, resource-rich state with an 
enviable array of educational and social services into a land where county gov­
ernments teeter on bankruptcy, the vaunted free university system is no longer 
free, and once~welcOlne immigrants are increasingly viewed as threatening and 
burdensome. 

TIus happened through a series of steps taken by Califonua's electorate, wluch 
sought to protect its own best interests and, paradoxically, preserve the quality 
of life of individual voters. Shrag pins the lion's share of the blame on Califon-ria's 
plebiscitary short-circuiting of the legislative process- thanks to Californians' 
liberal use of ballot initiatives to codify law on everything from property taxes 
to insurance reform to affinnative action. The neopopulist drive to hold down 
property taxes, for exalnple, effectively undercut the primary funding for 
California's schools, resulting in a severe decline in the quality of elelnentary 
and secondary education. TI1e alnended tax codes, for a variety of reasons, 
heavily penalize hOlne buyers (whose reassessed taxes can be five times those 
paid by long-owning neighbors) and discourage new industrial development. 
None of this was intended by those who voted in 1978 in favor of Proposition 
13; Inost 'were, after all, h0t11eOWners who simply wanted to hold rising prop­
erty taxes in check. But the constricting tax laws are nothing nlore or less than 
the will of the people, written into law without the mediating presence of a 
legislature. 

Shrag dissects the implications of the neopopulist voter revolt within the 
fnunework of California's shjfting delnographics. After all, these radical mea­
sures only took place as California changed fron1 "a society tha t thought of 
itself ... overwhehningly white and middle class to one in which whites w'ill 
soon be just another minority and where Hispanics, Asians, and blacks already 
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constitute a sizeable majority in school enrollment and in the use of many other 
public services"(pp. 10-11). Thus, Shrag hits at the core of the problem: 
California's voting citizens, in his interpretation, are predominantly white, eld­
erly, and affluent, and those who use public services tend to be non-white, 
young, and poor. It is race I rather than economics, that is the primary driver of 
the fiscal backlash that has gutted education and public services. Thus, though 
it is the people who speak via the ballot initiative, Shrag believes that lithe 
people" who vote are hardly representative of the people ·who live, work, and 
pay taxes in California. 

The ballot-initiative process itself, rather than being a tool for informed vot­
ers to take an active role in democracy, has become yet another tool of special 
interests. Shrag traces the evolution in his chapter "March of the Plebiscites" of 
the media consultants, direct mail specialists, and pollsters who orchestrate 
signature campaigns and mold public opinion via advertising- something that 
has become an industry in and of itself. TIle ,I concerned citizen" groups that 
ostensibly sponsor most initiatives are, more often than noC pieces in a shell 
game played by electoral marketers who focus-test an issue, seek out a spon­
sor, and then roll out the artillery, all in the name of direct democracy. 

So what does all this have to do with N-evada? Nevada is, after all, a low-tax 
haven, with sales taxes and gleanings fronl. gaming revenue filling the coffers. 
In the aftermath of September 11, it is clear that, in the event that the bottom 
ever does fall out of the gaming and tourist industries, this state could easily be 
facing the same problems that CaHfornia is. Paradise Lost, in this regard, should 
serve as a cautionary tale, a rem'l"lder that the easiest political and fiscal choice 
is not always the best one. Furthermore, this book should remind Nevadans 
that, no matter how flush their own bank accounts may be, it makes good civic 
sense to ensure that schools are being built and maintained, essential public 
services are being meted ou t, and new residents and businesses are not made 
to assume an unwieldy share of the tax burden. If a state with the diversified 
economy, abundant resources, and technological and entrepreneurial advan­
tages of California can dig itself into such an abyss of decaying schools and 
crumbling infrastructure, then certainly the more nlarginal Nevada can as we)). 
Those who fancy themselves civic-minded, then, may want to read Paradise 
Lost before the Silver State, like its golden neighbor, founders on the political 
and fiscal rocks of misinformed neopopulism. 

Dave Schwartz 
University of Nevada, Las Vegas 
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The Opal Desert: Explorations of Fantasy and Reality in the Arnerican Southwest. By 
Peter Wild (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1999) 

Deserts evoke as many different emotions as the variety of people who gaze 
upon them. To some, the desert is a sunbathed land of rugged beauty endowed 
with radiant blue skies, majestic vistas, and exotic wildlife. Others, however, 
see deserts as an obstacle to be endured or, at best, a barren wasteland to be 
tolerated in realizing a greater goal. In his book The Opal Desert, Peter Wild has 
assessed the work of sixteen authors who typify this spectrum of feelings. And, 
much as in the case of the general public's perception of deserts, there tends to 
be no middle ground or ambiguity in the feelings of the individual authors 
about these arid expanses. 

Discussing the work of both less-known and widely read authors (including 
such luminaries as Edward Abbey, Mary Austin, Charles Bowden, Joseph Wood 
Krutch, and AIU1 Zwinger), The Opal Desert progresses in a logicallnanner high­
lighting writers from the nineteenth century to the mid-twentieth-century. TIle 
writing style is by and large crisp, clear, and easy to follow. After a brief intro­
duction, the first chapter examines the work of Cabeza de Vaca-the Spanish 
explorer marooned in Florida who survived a death-defying trek back to Span­
ish lands in the American Southwest. Wild's summary and explanation of 
Cabeza de Vaca's accolmt, and his analysis in the subsequent twelve chapters, 
compel you to read those works if you haven't already, while giving added 
layers of meaning to those you have. As Wild explains, most authors' descrip­
tions of deserts tend to fall into one of two camps: fantasy or reality. The real­
ists that Wild selects include J. Ross Browne, William Hornaday, Joseph Wood 
Krutch, John Wesley Powell, and Ann Zwinger, while the fantasy writers of the 
desert include Alvar Nunez Cabeza de Vaca, Samuel Cozzens, and John Van 
Dyke. A more intriguing, yet underexplored, thread running its way through 
The Opal Desert is work by such writers as Edward Abbey, Charles Lunlmis, 
Jo1m Wesley Powell, John Van Dyke, and Joseph Wood Krutch. Each of these 
authors advocates the preservation of the desert's natural beauty and pristine 
landscape. 

At the book's outset, Peter Wild acknowledges that The Opal Desert is the 
product of many years of living in and writing about the desert-· ·a true labor 
of love. 1 feel, however, that his passion for the desert has led him astray. In the 
introduction Wild indicates that the book's purpose is to provide a framework 
by which the work of other authors can be interpreted as they strive to evoke 
artfully the essence of the desert in captivating prose. By t11is 111easure the book 
falls short of achieving its goal. Instead of focusing on the ways in which the 
authors use the desert as the central character in their respective books and 
then highlighting examples that illustrate the clever prose used to capture the 
essence of the desert, Wild spends an overwhelming amount of time discuss­
ing the life histories of his authors and what 111ay have motivated then1 to write 
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as they did. For example, we read more about Edward Abbey's rebel spirit 
and political agenda than about the fascinating prose he used to advance the 
cause of protecting the desert he so deeply loved. Some readers might con­
clude that Wild's extensive contextual introductions provide a delightful back­
ground explaining what motivated each writer. Others, myself included, sug­
gest that Wild is too verbose and has lost focus on the topic at hand, namely an 
analysis of how each author has distilled the essential quality of the desert 
landscape. I was left yearning for a Inore thorough appraisal of each author's 
perspective on the desert. 

Equally troubling is how frequently Wild's discussion wanders away from 
the desert to The West as a whole. The book's title and stated purpose indicate 
that the focus will be on the deserts of the American Southwest, yet references 
to California's Pacific Coast, northern Mexico, and at times even Nebraska and 
Montana find their way in to Wild's discussion. Furthermore, there are nUlncr­
ous exanlp1cs in which Wild showcases thick mountain forests, snowcapped 
peaks, and 1110nstrous grizzly bears. In the chapter on Mary Austin for ex­
ample, Wild digresses from Austin's work in the desert to focus on a gold miner 
who takes refuge from a mountain blizzard under a canopy of cedars atld sleeps 
with bighorn sheep (p.71). Where is the desert? 

Finally, Wild's self-aggrandizing detracts from the book's discussion. Not 
only does he ablu1dantly self-reference and self-cite, he goes so far (p.24) as to 
write: 

Furthermore, two months after publication of The Desert, a professor at the Univer­
sity of Arizona with ample desert experience [Wild himself] nailed the Easterner for his 
glaring deviations fronl the facts. Nonetheless, though the book went through printing 
after printing over [JOlU1] Van Dyke's long writing career, he didn't bother to correct 
many of his mistakes. 

To borrow Wild's own words, I/[W]e get some dribbles and drabbles about 
the [deserts] thelnselves, though the setting beconles an excuse for more breast­
beating and a reason for the author to talk still nlore about himself" (p.175). 
Scholars need not boast of their accomplislunents; rather, let readers draw their 
own conclusions about an author's reputation. 

If you are looking for a book that discusses the life history and motivations 
of selected authors whose work has included the desert, then look no further. 
You will find this book rewarding, entertaining, and peppered with nuggets of 
intrigujng information. If, however, you are seeking an appraisal of selected 
authors' works that can frame the body of literature on desert writing, then 
you might be disappointed. 

Jeffrey S. Smith 
Kansas State University 
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