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Stigma Cities:
Birmingham and Las Vegas in the
National Newspaper Media, 1945-2000

JoNATHAN FOSTER

Early in 1994, Time magazine proclaimed Las Vegas “The New All-American
City,” a place “so freakishly democratic” that Americans just could not resist it.!
Twenty-three years earlier, Look magazine had conferred the same title upon
Birmingham, Alabama, stressing its progress in race relations.? Such favor-
able media representations must have surprised the American people in both
instances. By the time of each city’s designation as All-American, the media
had long since informed the public of each place’s abnormalities and deviance
from national norms. Both cities held fully formed stigmatized identities by
the mid 1960s. Las Vegas symbolized the abnormalities of legalized gambling,
sexual promiscuity, and organized crime. Mention of Birmingham evoked
association with the deviance of racial intolerance and violent resistance to
progressive change. A survey of the two cities’ treatment in the national media
provides insight into key aspects of how these images developed and endured
from 1945 to 2000. Likewise, such a study reveals central characteristics of the
stigmatization process itself, and how society can occasionally perceive a city
as both All-American and deviant simultaneously.

Jonathan Foster is a ’h.D. candidate at UNLV and a 2007-2008 recipient of the univer-
sity’s Presidential Graduate Fellowship. He is presently completing his dissertation,
which examines the intersection of major historical events with perceptions of urban
settings in the United States” West, South, and Mexican border region. Foster would
like to thank Professor David Wrobel for his expert guidance at every stage of this
essay’s development, and Professor Eugene Moehring for his invaluable suggestions
on its content.
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STIGMA AND PLACE

Historians have largely ignored the phenomenon of stigmatization, es-
pecially when applied to such modern cities as Birmingham and Las Vegas.
Beyond Howard M. Solomon, few historians have been willing to advocate
the centrality of ruined identities to their subject material.® In their defense,
examining such a perceptual process represents dangerous territory for the
historian. The “mind” of America has admittedly lacked consensus and left
few concrete sources for the historian’s research and analysis. Yet the means
by which places become mentally classified and, in some cases, stigmatized
deserve historical analysis.

Fields outside of history have displayed a greater openness to studying the
process of stigmatization. Social psychologists and sociologists have produced
a particularly strong body of work on the subject. In particular, the pioneer-
ing works of Erving Goffman and Irwin Katz have contributed greatly to un-
derstanding it as an important and complex social process.! From these and
subsequent social scientists, a definition and a framework present themselves,
offering historians an exciting and potentially invaluable new way of looking
at the perception of place over time.

Sociologists have traced the word stigma to ancient Greek origins. In its
original usage, a stigma represented a defacing mark, burn, or cut, applied to
an individual with the intention of instantly exposing the person’s “different”
classification to any who might look upon him. The differences the stigmatiz-
ing mark revealed might include either deviant conduct or association with the
temple. Beginning in early Christian times, stigma expanded upon this dual
meaning. On one level, the word referred to outward signs of physical disabil-
ity and, by relation, bodily deviance. At the same time, many of the religious
saw a connection between physical eruptions of the skin and an individual’s
proximity to holy grace. In modern times, society has adopted a more complex
and abstract usage of the word and concept. Stigmanow refers as commonly to
a suspected or confirmed association with a known deviant activity as it does
to the outward appearance of any physical “abnormality.” While still impor-
tant in revealing some stigmas, physical markings are no longer required for
all. Further, an action that might be stigmatized in one culture or era might be
completely accepted in another. In sum, stigmatization is a social construct, ever
changing and relative to the cultural mores of its respective era and setting.®

Goffman offers the consensus definition of modern stigma as “an attribute
that is deeply discrediting,” leaving the wider society with the impression that
an individual “is not quite human.”® These attributes, while varying over time
and place, normally discredit the person stigmatized while confirming “the
usualness” of others.” Goffman further argues that modern stigmatization takes
on one of three main variations. These are physical “abominations of the body,”
perceptual “blemishes of the character,” and stereotypical “tribal stigmas.”®
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The conceptions of character blemishes and “tribal” stigmatization are both
particularly relevant for historical understanding of the stigmatization of place.
Character blemishes result from direct actions perceived as outside societal
norms. These deviations might include criminal acts, manifestations of mental
or physical infirmities, or any other element perceived as contrary to normal
expectations. Tribal stigmatization, by contrast, characterizes individuals as
deviant simply on the basis of their association with a larger group considered
abnormal.’ Thus, an outsider, having never met a particular southerner, might
cast the individual as racist simply because prevailing stereotypes stress the
South’s history of racial intolerance. At the same time, a westerner might enjoy
a reputation as egalitarian resting merely on the public’s popular perception of
the West as the nation’s most democratic region.

Media coverage can further perpetuate this process. Because of the nature
of their industry, reporters tend to focus on the sensational event. Often, the
sensational event creates or reinforces a city’s stereotypical identity. Once cre-
ated, such place-based stereotypes gain popularity as journalists refer to the
sensational events of the past, although they often have no bearing on current
affairs. Further, popular stereotypes of the region within which the cities reside
provide an easy intellectual reference for the journalist to employ. The local
place, therefore, easily assumes the identity of both the abnormal event and its
wider geographic and cultural placement.

Reactions to stigmatized places are harder to pin down. While most outsid-
ers react negatively to the stigmatized, that is not always the case. Often, even
though the public views a person or place as deviant in certain ways, a level of
pity, curiosity in the unusual, or even a proclivity to pull for the underdog lead
outsiders to cast the stigmatized in an improved light. As the social psycholo-
gist Irwin Katz argues, this inconsistency results from an ambivalence central
to the relativism of the stigmatization process. An individual or society may
harbor feelings of both love and hate for a person, group, or place at the same
time. Depending on the accepted cultural mores of a time and setting, a degree
of oscillation between the emotions often presents itself in the larger society’s
dealings with “others.”!’ Media coverage of Las Vegas certainly supports such
a culturally based ambivalence.

HistoricAL BAsis OF STIGMA IN BIRMINGHAM AND LAs VEGAS

Early boosters liked to associate Birmingham with the ideal of the New South.
Founded in 1871, the town seemingly turned its back on the South’s troubled
agrarian past and embraced modern industrialism wholeheartedly. With their
town situated at a rare convergence of railroad transportation and all of the
natural resources required for the production of iron and steel, founders foresaw
Birmingham as the prospective center of a new, production-oriented South. As
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blast furnaces and factories dotted the local landscape by 1885, their expectations
seemed destined for fruition." The young town’s booming population further
supported their optimistic outlook, increasing by an astonishing 748 percent
from 1880 to 1890. By 1910, Birmingham had become Alabama’s largest city
and a force to be reckoned with in the wider South, claiming a population of
138,685 people.’? Yet in many ways, this burgeoning New South city proved
not so new after all.

Planter interests had actually conceptualized an industrial city at Birming-
ham’s location in 1859. Their plans called for an industrial slave center that
would help move the South into the industrial future while preserving the
status quo of established labor and race relations by using slaves to do the
heavy work. While the Civil War intervened to render this plan impossible,
the city that emerged soon afterward differed only in its dependence on wage
labor rather than slavery. The historian W. David Lewis and social geogra-
pher Bobby Wilson have shown that most of the city’s founders and early
industrialists shared a common planter or upper-level-merchant background.
These men represented the elite of the Old South, with their business, labor,
and racial philosophies formed in the plantation society. As manufacturers,
they quickly embraced black convict labor and actively sought to keep labor
divided along racial lines for decades following the city’s founding. These New
South industrialists further traveled the path of the old South by choosing to
rely more upon labor-intensive methods of production rather than the recent
technological innovations that powered northern industry. The divided labor
force was, after all, cheap and readily available, while the latest technology
required considerable capital outlays.” In some ways, the booming town came
to resemble “an overgrown iron plantation.”™

Birmingham'’s system of racial division matured in the first three decades of the
twentieth century. By 1910, blacks held 75 percent of steel-mill and iron-furnace jobs.
Total black employment in the industry fell to 54 percent by 1930, as pro-union whites
entered the city’s industrial work force in large numbers. Jobs within the plants sub-
sequently took on an increased stratification of white work and black work. Labor
organization strengthened this process, with unionized white workers exercising
their newfound influence on management to enforce job discrimination.”

Blacks faced additional segregation in the social sphere. The city commission
instituted streetcar segregation in 1923 and consistently refused to zone an adequate
amount of land for black residency. Overcrowded black neighborhoods continued
to lack basic services, and homes resembled sharecropper shacks. Attempts at
reform in the teens and twenties served only to bring blacks more firmly and ef-
ficiently under governmental control. Then, the Great Depression devastated local
industry. Conditions in Birmingham, already substandard for local blacks, grew
exponentially worse as unemployment and hunger gripped the town. Its crippling
effect prompted President Franklin Roosevelt to proclaim Birmingham the “worst
hit” city in the nation.’
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The racial inequality built into Birmingham’s labor force and social system
began to manifest itself in active unrest immediately after World War II. Be-
tween 1945 and 1965, fifty racially motivated bombings occurred within the city
limits, earning the city the derisive moniker of “Bombingham.”'” Typically,
the home of an outspoken black resident or a black family seeking to move
into an all-white neighborhood served as the setting for a bombing. In 1963,
the city experienced what many consider to be the most important demonstra-
tions of the civil-rights movement. That May, the world watched in horror
as local police, under the direction of the notoriously racist commissioner of
public safety Eugene “Bull” Connor, unleashed vicious dogs, fire hoses, and
clubs on protesting schoolchildren. Then, in September, a bomb exploded in
the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church, killing four black girls. While these hor-
rendous acts directly influenced the decision of the United States Congress to
pass the Civil Rights Act of 1964, they also solidified Birmingham’s reputation
as a violent, racially intolerant city.'®

The city concurrently entered a long period of population decline, falling
from its peak of 340,887 residents in the early 1960s to 242,820 residents by
2000." Much of this loss, as in the similar examples of Detroit and Cleveland,
resulted from industrial stagnation and white flight to the suburbs. Yet Bir-
mingham carried an additional burden: its highly publicized deviant actions
of the 1960s. Although the following decades would bring vast changes to the
city—including the election of a predominantly black city government by 1979
and a successful shift from an industrial to a service economy—the stigma of
racism continued to mar the city’s image and shape national media representa-
tion of the place.

As with Birmingham, seemingly abnormal events and characteristics in Las
Vegas's history have influenced the national media’s coverage and the public’s
perception of the city. In an area first settled in 1855 by Mormon pioneers, Las
Vegas obtained railroad-town status by 1905 and officially incorporated in June
1911. The young railway stopover quickly claimed an attention similar to that
received by the rest of Nevada. This increased notoriety grew from a frontier
association with easy divorce, illegal gambling, bootlegging, and prostitution.
Meanwhile, ample sunshine and mild winters prompted town leaders and
boosters toward more ambitious ideas throughout the 1920s—ideas of a Palm
Springs-like resort center. Then, the early 1930s legalization of wide-open gam-
bling in Nevada, the improvement of access roads, and the nearby construction
of Hoover Dam combined to increase the town’s prospects. As the dam became
a destination for curious travelers, Las Vegans embraced the idea of a gaming-
centered economy. World War 11 soldiers and defense workers then reinforced
the logic of this idea through their eager patronization of the town’s still-small
gaming emporiums.”’ City leaders and business people employed various
themes designed to draw tourists to Las Vegas hotels and legal casinos over the
decades that followed. These ranged from the idea of America’s last western
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Las Vegas city leaders and even business owners promoted atomic testing at the
Nevada Test Site to tourists. Photographer unknown. (Nevada Historical Society)

frontier to modernistic atomic testing to an almost simultaneous promotion of
Sin City and family-friendly adult Disneyland.

Whatever the approach, the idea of a tourist-based economy surpassed all
expectations in Las Vegas. With the largest booms after 1945, and most specifi-
cally after the 1980s, the city finished the twentieth century anchoring the fastest
growing metropolitan center in the United States. Between 1990 and 1997, the
metropolis grew by 48 percent, adding 409,453 residents.”’ As the historian Hal
Rothman argues, the post-industrial gaming economy of Las Vegas offered the
same financial opportunity that had earlier drawn residents to such industrial
boomtowns as Detroit. In post-modern Las Vegas, an individual with even a
marginal education could expect to make a good living. A relatively low cost of
living combined with the high wages and ample benefits of a unionized gaming
and tourist industry to render such expectations generally realistic.”

Despite its rapid growth and economic opportunity, Las Vegas also experi-
enced problems. First, its existence as a gambling center proved too tempting
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for less than reputable figures. Second, for much of the period following 1945,
its open promotion of legal gambling and physical gratification seemingly lay
outside the confines of American moral norms. Las Vegas quickly established
and maintained its position and image as the center of American gaming.”
Such an image resulted in a plethora of both negative and positive media rep-
resentations of the city.

The problem of organized crime undeniably played a role in Las Vegas’s
development, history, and popular image. The mob first won attention in Las
Vegas in the early 1940s with the murder of the race-wire owner James Ragen
and the efforts of gangster Bugsy Siegel to purchase the El Cortez hotel-casino.
This, along with Siegel’s involvement in the construction of the Flamingo Hotel,
established a pattern in which, over the next two decades, many resorts on the
Strip depended upon disreputable financing and direct mob involvement for
their construction and operation.” Tn 1950, United States Senator Estes Kefau-
ver’s hearings on organized crime brought increased, albeit limited, national
attention to organized crime’s infiltration of the city’s gaming industry. From
this, national bestsellers such as Ed Reid and Ovis Demaris’s The Green Felt
Jungle appeared, casting Las Vegas as a violent, greedy, immoral, and crime-
infested city.® The late 1970s and early 1980s witnessed a rebirth of such ideas,
thanks to FBI sting operations that revealed political corruption, and to federal
investigations that exposed the mob’s control of the Stardust, Fremont, Aladdin,
and Tropicana hotels.”

Yet, despite decades of charges, Americans seemed to maintain an affection
for the seemingly wayward city. As for the popular appeal of this center of
gambling and “sin,” David Schwartz and John Findlay offer insightful expla-
nations. Schwartz argues that post-war suburban Americans did not mind
gambling and a certain lack of morality if they were safely confined to areas
distant from their own communities. At a safe distance, the suburbanites could
enjoy the escapist pleasures of the otherwise deviant place, then return home
without endangering their communities” moral standards.”” Findlay contends
that Las Vegas offered much more than mere escapism; its gambling evoked the
American perception of the risk- and opportunity-laden western frontier and
identity. To Findlay, Las Vegas also embodied a new and innovative western
society emanating from southern California in the post-war period. Gambling,
and by association Las Vegas, offered modern Americans the thrill of chance so
central to the westward expansion of the nineteenth century. This chance further
nurtured ideas of democracy and egalitarian tendencies.” Social standing alone
did not determine the odds of winning or losing at the tables.

Over the years, media representations of Las Vegas have borne out the am-
bivalent nature of its stigmatized identity. The love side of this relationship
particularly enhanced itself through the writing of the renowned journalist
Gladwin Hill. Later known for his path-breaking environmental reporting, The
New York Times's Los Angeles correspondent’s typewriter served as a virtual



304 JONATHAN FOSTER

The Tropicana Hotel in Las Vegas was revealed to have been controlled by the mob.
Photographer unknown. (Nevada Historical Society)

booster megaphone for Las Vegas in the 1950s. Throughout the decade, Hill
ladled out a steady dose of such articles as “Klondike in the Desert,” “The ‘Sure
Thing’ Boom at Las Vegas,” “Las Vegas Is More Than the ‘Strip,”” and “Las Vegas
Keeps the Wheels Turning.” Each of these pieces acknowledged the centrality of
gambling to the Las Vegas experience, but cast the growing tourist destination
in an unusually favorable light. Hill consistently championed both the city’s
democratic opportunity and western location, while offering up a selection of
population- and economic-growth statistics that any Chamber of Commerce
publicist would proudly claim. Las Vegas, as portrayed by Hill, was not merely
a sinful conglomerate of organized crime and vice. Instead, it resembled a
“cruise ship” on land where gambling and tourism served as economic motors
driving a booming and surprisingly diverse urban area. In this exciting place
“that could pass for Broadway,” both the “man in workpants” and the “dinner
dressed patron” had the same chance of realizing that “western tradition” of
striking it rich. Beyond the gaming floors, a more diverse Las Vegas existed.
Here, Hill expounded upon the favorable influence of religion, the industrial
boom in Henderson, and the windfall of defense spending. Quite simply, Hill’s
Las Vegas stood as a western entertainment center basking in a post-World
War Il boom. This Las Vegas served as a place where a more democratic spirit
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prevailed, people had fun, and real-estate investment could never be a losing
proposition. It seemed to be a place where people got it right.”

By contrast, media coverage of post-World War II events in Birmingham
preoccupied itself with the deviant aspects of the city’s history. Birmingham’s
identification with race transfixed the national media during this period; stories
continued to associate Birmingham with regional stereotypes of the racist South.
Although, Las Vegas’s media exposure harbored similar tendencies, there was
a continuing tempering element. The media did trumpet the city’s deviance as
exhibited through organized crime, gambling, and sex, but periodically continu-
ing to evoke the popular conceptions of the isolated and democratic West.

Media representation of this sort abounds in the formative period of each
city’s stigmatization. For Birmingham, one can find examples concentrated on
the topics of racial segregation in 1960 and the civil-rights demonstrations and
church bombing of 1963. The rightfully negative coverage of this early period
continued throughout the ensuing decades—often without merit—in various
exposés and reports on non-racial events in the city. Examples of the stigma’s
endurance are strikingly evident in the coverage of the 1998 bombing of the
All-Women, New-Woman abortion clinic. Representations of Las Vegas’s devi-
ance first appeared during the 1910s through 1930s and centered on divorce. In
the 1930s, the “abnormal” Las Vegas became a contextual side note to stories
concerning Hoover Dam. Newspaper travel stories in the late 1940s and the
media’s emphasis during the 1960s on organized crime’s infiltration of the gam-
ing industry helped cement the idea of a deviant and opportunistic western
Las Vegas. The federal investigations of the 1970s and 1980s, the MGM fire of
1980, and the mayoral election of the former mob attorney Oscar Goodman
in 1999 provided additional opportunities for the media to revisit Las Vegas’s
tradition of deviance.

THE BUILDING OF STIGMA

On April 8, 1960, city leaders in Birmingham reacted with shocked outrage
at an exposé of their city that appeared in The New York Times. The front-page
headline read “Fear and Hatred Grip Birmingham.” The Times reporter Harrison
E. Salisbury had produced a well-deserved two-page indictment of the city’s
race relations. Salisbury wrote of a “brooding Birmingham,” on the verge of
outright racial conflict. Tt was a cowering city, he observed, a place where “no
one talks freely” out of fear of violence and retribution. His article revealed that
every aspect of life within the city experienced strict segregation, with “Bull”
Connor serving as the brutal enforcer of the racial status quo. Salisbury detailed
the wrath encountered in the rare cases when individuals in Birmingham spoke
or acted against the norm. He offered one striking example of a young student
who participated in a public “prayer for freedom.” Later that evening, “seven
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hooded men” arrived at the youth’s house armed with “iron pipes, clubs, and
leather blackjacks into which razor blades had been sunk.” When they left,
the youth, his sister, and mother lay severely beaten, the mother with crushed
hands, a broken leg, and severely lacerated scalp.®

Neither Connor nor his fellow commissioners should have expressed sur-
prise at the media’s negative portrayal of their city. First, racial intolerance
in the city assumed a quality and invasiveness every bit as bad as the article
portrayed. Second, although dealt with more forthrightly and extensively by
Salisbury’s piece, Birmingham’s racial problems had been increasingly high-
lighted in The Times throughout the 1950s. Instances of local segregation had
served as the basis for sixteen stories in the paper between 1950 and 1959.%
Additional stories dealt with individual acts of violence perpetrated by whites
upon blacks, and with racially motivated bombings.” The articles’ increasing
frequency, in a major newspaper with great agenda-setting power, mirrored
the nation’s growing awareness of racial tension as the civil-rights movement
advanced. Yet Salisbury’s piece offered a direct and prominent indictment of
the city as a whole by the national newspaper. As such, it was an important,
although by no means unjustified, step in constructing the city’s racist stigma
in the public’s mind.

Over the next three years, additional media coverage of events solidified
Birmingham’s image as a racist, violent, and intolerant city. Coverage of key
events in 1961 and 1963 proved central to this identity’s formation. In response
to the Salisbury article and the city’s subsequent libel suit against The New York
Times, CBS decided to film a segment of “CBS Reports” in Birmingham early
in 1961.% Titled “Who Speaks for Birmingham” and eventually airing nation-
ally on the night of May 18, 1961, the program further exposed the city’s racist
violence, while also deeming it representative of regional southern intoler-
ance. The narrator was the respected television journalist Howard K. Smith,
who described Birmingham as “the largest segregated city in the South.” In
addition, he credited the local Birmingham Post-Herald with being the “voice of
the segregated South.” As for the question raised in the program’s title, Smith
contended that the violent and uncooperative “Bull” Connor had “emerged as
the voice of Birmingham.”*

If earlier actions in Birmingham had not established the city’s social deviance,
the events of 1963 ensured the place’s future stigmatization. In May, Salisbury’s
prophesied racial confrontation came to pass as civil rights demonstrations
overwhelmed the city. With the city’s jail space overfilled, and hundreds of
teenaged prisoners confined at the state fairground’s livestock pavilion, the of-
ficial reaction soon turned violent. Connor’s police force ruthlessly and without
qualm employed its much-vaunted armored tanks, dogs, and firehoses.*

The national media captured it all, both in print and inimage. As the violent
response on the city’s part increased, articles concerning the demonstrations
gained more prominent placement in The New York Times. In a one-month period
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between April 15 and May 15, the paper’s editors deemed some twenty-two
articles dealing with the protests worthy of front-page placement.*® The most
powerful of these appeared on May 4, with an accompanying image of a po-
lice dog violently grasping the abdomen of a young protester as a uniformed
Birmingham police officer held him in place.” This image, along with others
like it, undoubtedly strengthened the national perception of Birmingham as
a violent center of racism. When this coverage combined with The New York
Times’s twenty-eight articles focusing on the tragic Sixteenth Street Baptist
Church bombing on September 16, 1963, the stigma stood solidly entrenched
and available for future media use as events warranted.™

Birmingham, Alabama firemen use high pressure water hoses to disperse civil rights
demonstrators in Kelly Ingram Park, carly May 1963—demonstators can be seen
among the trees. The people in the foreground are bystanders. Photographer unknown.
(Birmingham Public Library Archives, Catalog #783.1.10)

World events also played a role in the nation’s acceptance of this stigmatization in
the post-World War ITera. Aware of the contradiction that racism posed to American
democracy’s supposed egalitarianism, the public and government sought to ratio-
nalize the identity it held of itself and projected to the Cold War-era world. This led
parts of the nation to form their identities in opposition to parts seen as deviantly
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racist. Actions of the United States government contributed to this process. As the
historian Mary L. Dudziak has argued, concern over America’s international image
during the Cold War prompted the government to purposefully label the South, and
violently racist areas within it, as deviant from the national norm.*

At a time when the United States actively sought to export its influence,
governmental system, and economic theory abroad, internationally publicized
instances of racial violence proved embarrassing and threatened its success.
The Soviet Union made great propaganda use of racist events and images—
such as those flowing out of Birmingham—in extolling capitalism’s inherent
inequality. This particularly threatened the democratic images of the United
States in the newly independent nations of Africa. To quell the success of the
Soviet propaganda campaign, the United States government initiated one of
its own. In addition to characterizing southern areas as abnormal within the
American system, the campaign championed instances of federal interven-
tion as proof of the triumph of the more widely shared values of equality and
democratic capitalism’s progress even in the nation’s most backward region.
The media’s portrayal of Birmingham thus took on a degree of official sanction.

Where else could one gamble in a swimming pool? Only in Las Vegas.
Photographer unknown. (Nevada Historical Society)
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The South, with its brutal and uncompromising “Bull” Connor and others of
his ilk, assumed the role of repository for the nation’s sin. As an isolated and
deviant exception to the national norm, the city provided rationalization for the
inconsistency of racial oppression in a democratic system. Against this image,
the rest of the nation could form its own racially progressive identity.*

Media stigmatization of Las Vegas lacked the single cataclysmic event found
in Birmingham’s unconscionable response to the civil-rights movement. Thus,
it proceeded more subtly. Yet, as with Birmingham’s racial intolerance, Las
Vegas’'s gambling and, to a lesser degree, association with organized crime
eventually became crucial to how the national media shaped the city’s image
in the wider consciousness.

Media representations of Las Vegas before 1945 appeared primarily as con-
textual material for pieces examining celebrity marriage problems.* Las Vegas
received mention on its own merit in The New York Times only four times during
its first forty years. The first two instances occurred in 1911, as the newspaper
examined the young “rival” in relation to Reno’s established divorce industry.*
The city did not appear again as the lone subject of a Times article until 1936.
That year, the newspaper briefly examined the “Wild West town” that neigh-
bored Boulder Dam.** Three years later the newspaper offered a one-paragraph
examination of the city’s decision to close its bars for three hours in observance
of Good Friday. According to The Times reporter, the “saloons” of “America’s
last frontier hit the Sawdust Trail” on that day.*

Between 1945 and 1949, The New York Times continued to cover Las Vegas
primarily in relation to Hoover Dam’s popularity as a tourist destination. Yet
these stories increasingly emphasized Las Vegas's growth as a tourist draw
in its own right. Representative titles include “Las Vegas Vacation Center:
Seeing Boulder Dam by Automobile,” and “Lively Las Vegas: New Vacation
Wonderland Is Growing Up Rapidly around the Great Lake at Hoover Dam.”%
One 1947 article conceded Las Vegas's status as a stand-alone tourist attraction.
“Desert Attractions: Tourism Is Las Vegas’ Major Industry and Spring Business
Is Booming,” marked the first instance of the national media acknowledging
the city as a tourist destination in its own right.*

Each article of this period highlighted attractions other than casinos, but
invariably mentioned the city’s legalized gambling. The Times reporter Ward
Howe characterized the city as “the gateway to Boulder Dam,” where “neon
signs lend a garish effect and signal invitations to try one’s luck.”* Jack Good-
man used the first two paragraphs of his article to detail the growth of local
gaming resorts before stipulating that “not all vacationists are heading for the
gambling casinos.”*® Fellow reporter Grady Johnson introduced the city as
“known only for its legalized gambling and easy divorce laws” before noting
its low rates of juvenile delinquency and the outdoor recreational activities at
Mount Charleston and Lake Mead.*

Explicit ties to pre-existing regional conceptions of the West also appeared
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in each of these early articles. Howe reaffirmed the locals’ propensity to call
the city “a frontier town,” while he characterized it as a “gateway” and “pic-
turesque desert town.”™ Goodman emphasized both its “desert” location and
its proximity to “many noteworthy western park areas.” A photograph of men
on horseback and dressed as cowboys at a nearby dude ranch accompanied
his article.” Johnson’s article called attention to the West's recreational oppor-
tunities, dry climate, and democratic tendencies. To him, Las Vegas resided
“in the heart of some of the West’s most scenic playgrounds,” where visitors
could “soak up Sun and breath[e] the dry desert air” and mingle in “dinner
jackets, cowboy shirts, and jeans” on the same dance floors without notice.*
These articles conformed to a pattern of showcasing Las Vegas’s exceptional-
ism, symbolized by gambling, western isolation, democratic social activities,
and a liberal sense of morality.

As with the South, the West certainly owned a distinct regional image by
the mid twentieth century. Frederick Jackson Turner’s frontier thesis had long
ago described the vast West as both safety valve of opportunity and fountain
of American democracy.® In the late nineteenth century, the western paint-
ings of Thomas Moran, Albert Bierstadt, and Frederic Remington joined wi th
popular western writers such as Owen Wister and Bret Harte to cast the West
as individualistic, masculine, and free.”* Around the same time, the United
States initiated its national park system, with most of the parks located in the
West. These parks, which preserved extraordinary and seemingly representative
landscapes, provided ever-increasing numbers of tourists with false images of
the pristine West.*® With the rise of the motion-picture industry, and specifically
the popularity of the western movie in the first half of the twentieth century,
films carried on the tradition of the frontier image.® That the mid-century
media chose to cast the emerging tourist city of Las Vegas within the colorful
contours of this established western image is not surprising.

Las Vegas’s alternative, negative image—its association with organized
crime— resembles Birmingham’s racist stigmatization in that the national media
coverage ultimately proved event-based and exhibited strong ties to the national
historical context of the time. On November 16, 1950, The New York Times printed
a small story on page twenty-five titled “Investigation in Nevada.” This article
was the only one to appear in The Times that year specifically addressing Senator
Estes Kefauver’s local hearings into organized crime’s influence over the Las
Vegas gaming industry. The article did, nonetheless, tie the gaming industry
to the late gangster Bugsy Siegel and mob figures in New York.”

Thirteen years later The New York Times made up for its subdued treatment
of the Kefauver hearing. In November 1963—the same year that Birmingham
became front-page news and the lead story on the television networks—the
newspaper ran a series of front-page stories exposing organized crime’s con-
trol of the Las Vegas gaming industry. In the first of these articles, Wallace
Turner reported on casinos run by convicted felons misusing “hundreds of
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millions of dollars.” Further, he called the gambling-fueled mob a powerful
“new force in American life.”*® In the third article of the series, he credited Las
Vegas with bringing together a “greater collection of skilled law violators than
exists anywhere in the country.” He went on to detail the involvement of such
public personalities as Frank Sinatra and Dean Martin with gambling interests,
implying an association with organized crime. Yet even Turner’s indictment
of Las Vegas as a criminal haven could not resist linking the city to its isolated
western placement. The “desert and mountain milieu” served as the setting for
this “most intensive concentration of gambling” in the world’s history.*

Extensive exposure of the city’s organized-crime problem also appeared
during this period in other media outlets. As mentioned, the bestselling
book The Green Felt Jungle (1963) dismissed Las Vegas as a city controlled
by crime and lacking redeeming value.”’ Television exposés further linked
the city’s vice-centered gaming and entertainment industry with organized
crime. David Susskind’s popular television talk show, “Open End,” aired a
two-hour special on March 15, 1964, that sought to detail “the link between
a seemingly innocuous nickel bet and narcotics and prostitution” controlled
by organized crime.®

Two years later, NBC televised a three-and-one-half hour special titled
“American White Paper: Organized Crime in the United States,” which ex-
amined organized crime in Las Vegas and Youngstown, Ohio. In the end,
it argued that while local interests controlled the crime in Youngstown, Las
Vegas's gambling industry fostered more insidious national affiliations.® This
dramatic upswing in media coverage of Las Vegas's ties to organized crime
can be seen as the culmination of a wider historical trend in which the United
States public sought to identify itself and the national purpose in the 1950s
and early 1960s. By the end of the 1950s, the American press, government, and
public had begun to question the nation’s success and direction in its Cold War
struggle with the Soviet Union. International events had seemingly eroded the
unquestioned confidence in the United States as world leader that the country
experienced in 1945. The Soviet Union’s emergence as a nuclear power in 1949,
its launch of Sputnik in 1957, its seemingly superior economic growth rate, the
disastrous Suez Crisis, the failure to help the Hungarian Revolution, and the U-2
spy-plane incident all combined to cast uncertainty among many Americans.
Occasional economic downturns during the years of the Eisenhower admin-
istration strengthened this idea that something had gone wrong. Led by the
press and government, some Americans began to look inward for the cause of
their seeming deficiency. Corruption, conformity, and crass materialism stood
central to the conclusions they reached.®

As early as 1952, Dwight Eisenhower’s presidential campaign had revealed
this uncertainty within American consciousness over the moral centering of
the nation. Eisenhower constantly cast the campaign as a “crusade” to bring
the nation back “to the things he thought America stood for.”* Even his cam-
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paign slogan of K1C 2 (Korea, Communism, and Corruption) emphasized the
threats facing America and the waywardness of its culture.”® Concerns over
internal weakness, corruption, and communist infiltration obsessed the nation.
The House Committee on Un-American Activities (HUAC) had been exposing
imagined communists with impunity while such popular game shows as the
“$64,000 Question” proved dishonest. Meanwhile, consumerism had taken
hold as the suburbanites enjoyed their increased personal wealth and buying
power of the immediate post-1945 period.*® Some contemporaries, such as
John Kenneth Galbraith in his 1958 bestseller The Affluent Society, warned about
the excesses of consumerism and private-sector wealth while highlighting the
persistence of public-sector poverty in America.” Countervailing forces of
traditional morality and hedonistic materialism thus fought for the American
public’s allegiance throughout the 1950s and early 1960s. From this cultural
apprehension, Las Vegas emerged as an easy target for those frustrated by the
nation’s drift. With the media’s help, as evidenced in its increased concentra-
tion on organized crime in the early 1960s, the city became an isolated reposi-
tory for the containment of widespread corruption and American materialistic
shortcomings. Much like Birmingham, Las Vegas became a deviant example
against which the wider American society could define its moral center.

Yet this city also displayed attractive qualities. As a representative of the
American West, it served as an available counterbalance for the perceived
tendency of suburbia and conformist society to emasculate formerly individu-
alistic men.*® As William Whyte observed in The Organization Man (1956), the
conformist impulse of post-war suburban society worked to transform men from
independent “inner-directed” beings into “other-directed” grey-suited clones
of corporatism.” Las Vegas offered a convenient yet isolated escape from these
consensus norms if they became too overbearing. No such partially positive
attributes attached themselves to media representations of Birmingham.

In this enlivened characterization of Las Vegas as a bastion of organized crime,
as well as the contemporary casting of Birmingham as a center of racial intolerance,
the media clearly intertwined character defect and tribally-based stigma. Organized
crime’s infiltration and control of gambling served as the deviant event for Las
Vegas. Likewise, Birmingham'’s reaction to civil-rights protests stood as the perfect
abnormal action to provoke widespread condemnation. These events took place
in the context of established local stereotypes and deviance. Media coverage had
already revealed the comfortable acceptance of gambling and divorce in Las Vegas
before exposing the Mafia involvement. Coverage of Birmingham had similarly
established the primacy of segregation and violence in the city before the violent
upheavals of 1963. In addition, the media had placed each city squarely within the
established stereotypes of their respective regions; for Las Vegas, the freer, more
democratic, and isolated West, while Birmingham fell into the accepted image of the
racist South. This made Las Vegas’s gambling and Birmingham'’s racism more readily
identifiable and associable with each regional city. The cities therefore developed a
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dual-level stigmatization, based on both events and perceptions of setting reinforced
by a popular culture particularly shaped by the Cold War and other frustrations.
The national media’s coverage of local events following the deviance-establishment
period—1945 up to the mid 1960s—reveals that this dual-level stigma, once applied,
proved alasting characterization. As the social commentator Walter Lippmann noted
in 1922, editors who are concerned with maintaining circulation prove hesitant to
stray from established norms in public expectations.”

THE ENDURANCE OF STIGMA

This perseverance first exhibited itself in the wider media’s reaction when Look
magazine named Birmingham to its prestigious list of All-American Cities in 1971.
While at first glance such recognition seemed to deviate from the city’s established
popular stereotype, a closer examination of national press reaction to it reveals a
distinct continuity. For example, an article appeared in The New York Times titled
“Proud Birmingham Steers into Mainstream, U.S.A.,” which acknowledged the
strides made by Birmingham since 1963, but still brought attention to the problems
that had existed and continued to exist, and the piece reinforced ideas of regional
differences. The reporter Roy Reed, who covered the civil-rights movement for
The Times, stressed Birmingham’s troubled past through explicit references to the
city’s various identities of “Bombingham,” “the police-dog capital of the South,”
and “the most segregated city in America.” The issue of regional identity emerged
as he supposed that “Northerners who move” to the southern city might consider
it “Americanized enough” to feel at home—faint praise indeed.”

Other seemingly favorable accounts of Birmingham'’s progress in the 1970s
adopted a similar tone. A Time magazine piece appearing in 1976 began with the
following captions:

Birmingham! The All-American City! ... Blacks sitting in at stores and
restaurants. “Nigger lover” scrawled on shattered plate-glass windows
of merchants suspected of sympathizing with them. . .

Birmingham! The Magic City! . . . Firemen battering black women
with high-pressure hoses, snarling police dogs. . .

Birmingham! The football Capital of the South! . . . The mangled
bodies of four little girls in a bombed out church. Martin Luther King
Jr. and Theophilus Eugene (“Bull”) Connor—the irresistible black force
meeting the immovable white object—confronting each other amid the
flamed. . .

Birmingham?7
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Right to left, Fred Shuttlesworth (Birmingham civil rights leader), Ralph Abernathy and
Martin Luther King Jr. on Good Friday, April 12, 1963. King and the others violated a
court order not to march in order to be arrested and to spur on additional demonstrators.
It was during this stay in jail that King wrote the first draft of his “Lettter from Birming-
ham Jail.” Birmingham, Alabama Police Department surveillance photos.

(Birmingham Public Library Archives, Catalog #1125.11.20A-1)

Although the article’s purpose was to champion the progress Birmingham
had made in race relations since the early 1960s, its introductory emphasis on
racism and the accompanying photographs of police dogs and crying women
evoked the traditional image of racially violent Birmingham. It further postu-
lated quite accurately that Birmingham had a long way to go to achieve racial
harmony. Quoting then councilman Richard Arrington—the man who would
soon become Birmingham’s first black mayor—the article suggested that much
of the obvious change had been mere “tokenism.” 7 While such statements cer-
tainly contained a degree of validity, to directly associate the racial environment
of 1976 with that of 1963 was somewhat of a stretch on the magazine’s part.

Coverage of events in Las Vegas during this period also continued to draw
upon the city’s established reputation for deviance. The media’s reaction to a
new exposure of organized crime’s ties to the gaming industry and the tragic
MGM Grand fire clearly illustrated its reliance on the city’s abnormal classifi-
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The Las Vegas MGM Grand not long before the fire of 1980. Photographer unknown.
(Nevada Historical Society)

cation. The front page of the February 24, 1980, The New York Times featured an
article on the federal Abscam sting operation, the FBI's investigation into orga-
nized crime. Through secret recordings and undercover work, the FBI uncovered
widespread racketeering, union corruption, murder, bribery of elected officials,
and skimming of Las Vegas casino revenues by organized-crime figures. This
article and others that followed made much of the Las Vegas connection, even
though large corporations were in the process of taking over the industry.” More
important, they treated the Mafia’s involvement in the gaming industry as no
surprise. One revealing passage stated that “in recent years . . . organized crime
has infiltrated a variety of businesses in addition to gambling and pornography.””
In other words, the story implied that the only surprise was in organized crime’s
spread beyond the realm of Las Vegas’s acknowledged vices.

The MGM Grand fire of November 21, 1980, offers an example of how estab-
lished media stereotypes of deviance often extended beyond the boundaries of
events directly associated with perceived abnormalities. Initial coverage of the
fire by The New York Times proved straightforward and factual. Pamela Hollie’s
front-page article respectfully conveyed the tragic circumstances of the fire that
killed more than eighty people and trapped approximately thirty-five hundred
more for several hours.”® But the next day, an article appeared that employed
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virtually every available stereotype of the city. Referring to Las Vegas as a dis-
tant “desert fantasy land,” John Crewdson reported in detail how the greed of
gambling and desire for a good time quelled any remorse for the fire’s victims.
He focused his story on patrons occupying the casinos around the newly “black
gap in a brilliant neon universe.” Citing individual reactions as representative
of a larger city reaction, Crewdson wrote of a man at the Desert Inn placing a
$10.00 bet with his friend over the fire’s eventual body count. The article further
stated that tragedy was meaningless to a city that experiences “a thousand tiny
personal ones” on a daily basis. The reporter ended his assault by questioning
the morality of locals who continued to gamble as the fire raged. He applied
the time-honored, one-dimensional stereotype of the city’s sinful deviance to
a horrible event that owed no direct connection to gaming.” This resulted in
one of the most thoroughly unscrupulous articles ever to stain the pages of the
long-respected newspaper, and one has to question the judgment of The Times
editors in publishing such a piece.

The racist stigma of Birmingham has also resulted in unprofessional reporting
in recent years. On January 29, 1998, a remotely-detonated pipe bomb exploded
outside the city’s New Woman, All Women abortion clinic. The blast killed the
security guard Robert Sanderson and gravely injured a nurse, Emily Lyons.
This event marked the first fatal bombing of an abortion clinic in United States
history.”® In its coverage of this terrible incident, The New York Times proved com-
mendable. In a series of articles over the following days, journalist Rick Bragg
stuck to the issue at hand, impartially relating the circumstance and tragedy
of the bombing. He made no speculative connections between the city’s his-
tory of bombings and this latest blast.” If any fault can be found in The Times’s
coverage, it resides in reporter Kevin Slack’s later articles that emphasized the
“southern identity” of the bombing and bomber.*

Print coverage in other large markets lacked The Times's tact in dealing with
the tragedy. A headline in the Atlanta Journal-Constitution read “Birmingham
Clinic Bombing: A City’s Past Comes Roaring Back.” The reporter Marlon
Manuel went on to equate the clinic bombing with the city’s epidemic of racially
motivated blasts from 1945 to 1963. More specifically, he drew comparisons
to the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church bombing of 1963.5' On the same day, an
equally unfair commentary by Clarence Page appeared in the Chicago Tribune.
Having recently viewed Spike Lee’s documentary “Four Little Girls,” Page
directly evoked both the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church bombing and the de-
risive label “Bombingham.” He saw the event as evidence that racial progress
in “Birmingham and the rest of the South” still had far to go.®

Although both articles addressed the clinic bombing as an act of extremism
destined to galvanize pro-choice activists, its circumstances simply did not
warrant an equation with Birmingham’s past racial violence. Both atrocities
obviously resulted from an extremist mindset, yet the more recent was other-
wise unconnected to the city’s previous experiences with racist terrorism. The
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bombings from the 1940s to the 1960s stemmed from a series of events that were
distinctly racist, systemized, and connected to Birmingham’s characteristics of
the time.® Thus, history warrants association of that violence with the racially
segregated Birmingham of that period. The clinic bombing, by contrast, was
more random and unrelated to race. The North Carolina perpetrator of the blast
could have chosen any number of clinics in other cities to bomb as a means of
publicizing his extremist ideals.® Nor does the evidence suggest that he cared
about the race of those who were receiving abortions, were injured, or killed in
the blast. The city merely happened to be the setting of the bomber’s choice.
Thus, the media’s 1998 linking of these two events only served to further de-
velop a false continuum of racist deviance upon which systematic and intolerant
violence has supposedly survived unchecked in Birmingham since the 1960s.

Las Vegas also ended the twentieth century with the media drawing upon
its established stigmatized reputation. The election of Mayor Oscar Goodman
provided the opportunity for national media to review the city’s relationships
with organized crime. In his career as an attorney, Goodman had made a name
for himself by defending such infamous clients as Meyer Lansky and Tony
Spilotro. As his June 8, 1999 runoff-election victory played out, The New York
Times could not resist highlighting his past, and by association, the city’s history
of criminal association. Storylines such as “A Colorful Lawyer Is Running for
Mayor” and “Mob Lawyer Wins Race” indicated the direction of The Times's
coverage.* Each of these articles and others covering the event specifically
listed Goodman’s past defense of Las Vegas gangsters. Todd Purdum’s report
went so far as to offer detailed descriptions of how Goodman kept Spilotro out
of Las Vegas jails “despite accusations that he had killed 22 people.” Purdum
also wrote directly of Las Vegas’s stigmatized image, calling it a “sin-soaked
city, which has worked hard in recent years to reinvent itself as a family friendly
resort in which mob rule is a distant memory.”* Yet neither he nor his fellow
reporters displayed any qualms about playing up Goodman’s relationship with
that distant memory.

Over-all, national media representation of Las Vegas and Birmingham from
1945 to 2000 had displayed key examples of the sociological elements required
for the formation and persistence of stigma. In each instance, the rightful role
of media led it to expose local events that often proved deviant from perceived
national norms. Abnormal actions within the cities thus became common
knowledge to distant observers. Yet the media often went further by placing
each city within regional stereotypes that conformed to popularly held and
long-established ideals. At times, as in the case of Las Vegas, such relations of
place and action resulted in an ambivalent stigmatization, with favorable char-
acterizations appearing alongside the more numerous condemnations. Such
reporting found a receptive audience in an America challenged with defining
itself and with overcoming perceived shortcomings during the Cold War period.
This ready acceptance provided a strong foundation for the perseverance of the
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cities” deviant classifications. The newsprint media exploited this foundation
by continuing to call upon historical event-based stereotypes in later instances
that did not warrant such associations.

This practice continues unimpeded. It revealed itself most recently in a series
of New York Times exposés on Las Vegas that appeared from May 30 to June 4,
2004. While focusing on Las Vegas’s spectacular growth, these articles simul-
taneously cast the city as virtually uninhabitable by a family-oriented person.
Instead, a post-apocalyptic wasteland emerged—one that fosters only uncontrol-
lable adolescents, gambling, drug addiction, hardened strippers, and shattered
dreams.”” As a result of such reporting, both Sin City and Bombingham maintain
recognizable locations on the mental maps of the national consciousness.
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High Rock High [inx

Or How the Cow Outmaneuvered the Plow

DaAviD W. VALENTINE

In 1951, Louis L' Amour published The Riders of the High Rock, using the pen
name Tex Burns.' The High Rock that is the scene of the novel is the spectacular
gorge and tributary canyons carved into the volcanic highlands of northern
Washoe County. In the story, Hopalong Cassidy saves the life and ranch of his
good friend Red Conners from a gang of rustlers. One need not turn to fiction,
however, to find plenty of historical extralegal activity involving ranchers in
the High Rock country. These activities centered mainly on land acquisition,
and resulted in a court battle between a large corporate ranch and a group of
dry-farm homesteaders. The case illustrates the problems with state and federal
homesteading laws and associated surveys, and the lengths to which ranchers
were forced to go to procure enough land for their operations. It shows that
Nevada’s high country is ill suited for agricultural pursuits beyond ranching.
It also demonstrates that some lawlessness involving western lands often had
as much to do with big business and the courts as with cattle rustling.

David Valentine is an archaeologist who has worked for the last twenty-one years in
Nevada and other western states for various federal agencies and private consult-

ing firms. He is currently working for the Bureau of Land Management’s Black Rock
Desert-High Rock Canyon Emigrant Trails National Conservation Area. He holds a
master’s degree in anthropology from the University of Nevada, Las Vegas. His thesis
topic was the overseas Chinese placer-mining village in American Canyon, Humboldt
Range, Pershing County. In addition to the history and archaeology of the overseas
Chinese and agriculture in the High Rock, he has done research on ranching, mining,
airways, and rock art. His current research projects include sulfur mining and small
medicinal tins.
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High Rock Canyon in northern Nevada map prepared by Vince Lincoln,
Winnemucca Nevada District Office. (Bureau of Land Management)

RancHING IN THE Higit Rock

Agricultural usage west of the High Rock country began in 1864 when stock-
men from the San Joaquin and Sacramento valleys in California moved into the
area to escape an extended California drought. By 1875, they had established
farms and ranches from the Truckee Meadows to Goose Lake Valley and from
the Smoke Creek Desert to the Pit River, with much of the High Rock country
grazed by sheep and cattle? The ranchers used the 1862 Homestead Act to
establish their headquarters in the better-watered areas of the region, such as
Surprise Valley, California. They also tried to procure water sources for ranch-
ing by buying lands that the state of Nevada had acquired from the federal
government. Myron Angel’s 1881 History of Nevada® notes that in High Rock
Canyon, “Some land has been taken up, and a creek runs through it. Along the
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creek, the land has been surveyed.” These early ranches were relatively small
and were family or individually owned.

But starting in the early 1870s, large California corporate ranches that were not
above bending the rules to get what they wanted began buying out these smaller
enterprises. The first in High Rock Canyon was the Black Rock Ranch, established
by Eliot Waller Crutcher in partnership with his uncle, Dr. Hugh D. “Doc” Glenn.
Glenn had first driven cattle into the Sacramento Valley in 1849 from Missouri,
and established a large ranching and wheat-farming concern northwest of
Sacramento in Colusa County. In the early 1870s, realizing that the open-range
conditions of California’s central valley were coming to an end, Glenn began
searching for new areas to run cattle. In 1872, he moved several thousand cattle
into the Donner und Blitzen River drainage in Oregon, with partner Peter French.
Glenn also partnered with a man named Todhunter, who had large ranching
concerns in Nevada and Oregon.*

Glenn and his nephew had an agreement: Glenn would provide the capital
and Crutcher would operate whatever ranches he could pull together. Crutcher
would receive a “third of the income and increase.”® Crutcher probably scouted
the area around 1871.° He liked the region, and acquired property at Piute
Meadows in 18727 Crutcher apparently did so by forcing a previous settler off
of the place by using lies and intimidation.?

In the arid lands of the West, a family-owned ranching operation might
require as many as four thousand acres of land to be able to operate at a prof-
it.” With the need for so much acreage, many ranchers, especially corporate
ranchers with sufficient capital, often took extraordinary means to build up
their land bases. Crutcher, with the financial backing of his uncle, was one of
these. He started an aggressive program to acquire additional land by buying
out existing ranches and buying up Nevada state lands through intermedi-
aries—relatives and employees who satisfied the initial requirements for the
purchases and then transferred the properties to Crutcher. This practice was
technically illegal because state law limited any one buyer to 320 acres until
1881, when the acreage was doubled. However, state land-office staff often
helped the ranchers by-pass acreage limitations. The ranchers also purchased
lands that had water, which in turn enabled them to control huge amounts of
adjoining federal lands."

Crutcher’s abuse of these land laws allowed him to acquire a great deal of land
in High Rock Canyon. Crutcher used his relatives James W., Charles R., James
G., and O. Crutcher, as well as Hugh and Alphonso Glenn, in this land acquisi-
tion scheme. Two others who filed on Nevada State Select lands for Crutcher
were W. C. Murdock and Samuel E. Wilson." They may have been employees
or partners of Glenn or his nephew, since they listed their places of residence
as Colusa or Sacramento county, California, the center of Glenn’s ranching
and farming empire.”? Crutcher’s Black Rock Ranch eventually ended up with
private holdings totaling 7,568.75 acres in northern Washoe and northwestern
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Humboldt counties. The size of his herd was reported to be five thousand head
of cattle,” although it could have been much larger, since ranchers commonly
under-reported herd sizes as a way to avoid taxes.™

In 1883, Doc Glenn was murdered by a bookkeeper he had just fired.”” His
heirs decided that they wanted to sell off the Nevada ranch lands, and struck a
deal with the Miller and Lux ranching empire. The Black Rock Ranch was sold
to Henry Miller and Charles Lux on November 21, 1884, for $30,000.¢

Miller and Lux were butchers who became partners in 1857 to buy cattle
for slaughter. Before long, they also were acquiring lands and water rights in
California to raise their own cattle and feed for the herds. The Miller and Lux
firm grew to be one of the largest corporate enterprises on the West Coast in
the nineteenth century, and set new standards for water and land acquisition
and use. Their operations greatly industrialized ranching and slaughtering
in the West, and reflect many corporate practices of the time, such as devel-
oping a stratified management structure with mid-level managers, making
efforts to reduce employee expenses by using low-paid immigrant laborers
for seasonal activities, and running company stores. The historian David
Igler coined the term Industrial Cowboys to refer to the operators of this type
of large corporate ranch.'” After Lux died, in 1887, Miller wrested control of
the firm from Lux’s inheritors and continued ranching, acquiring land, and
running slaughterhouses."

Following an 1878 outbreak of splenic fever (better known now as anthrax)
that infected large portions of the Miller and Lux herds in California, Miller
started buying and investing in ranches in Oregon and Nevada. The cooler
climates in these areas meant that the cattle raised there were less likely to
contract this disease (or other warm-weather diseases). The completion of the
Central Pacific Railroad in 1869 allowed Miller to cheaply ship the Nevada and
Oregon cattle into California."

Henry Miller and the Miller and Lux Corporation worked to increase their
holdings in northwestern Nevada by resorting to methods similar to Crutcher’s,
including using family members and employees to acquire Nevada State Select
lands.? They also obtained additional acreage through land exchanges with
the federal government® and by buying out other ranches.?? In 1917, the firm
reached its land-holding peak of 23,498.67 acres in Washoe County, with another
57,262.87 acres in adjoining Humboldt County. The firm ran thousands of cattle,
sheep, and horses on its Nevada properties, and raised significant amounts of
hay. The properties that Miller and the Miller and Lux Corporation owned were
all reorganized and consolidated under the name Pacific Live Stock Company
between 1905 and 1914.%

Henry Miller died on October 14, 1916, at the age of eighty-nine.?* He divested
himself of the firm by deeding it to his daughter shortly before his death so
that his heirs could avoid paying inheritance taxes. The federal government
and the state governments of California and Nevada objected to this ploy and
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sued for inheritance taxes, with Nevada claiming a tax bill of around $50,000.%
The issue dragged on in the courts for years, with the family eventually paying
some back taxes.*

Miller’s only son died young,” and Miller’s grandson who had received
training in ranching, died in an Oregon blizzard in 1909.® Therefore, after
Miller’s death, over-all management of the firm fell to his son-in-law, J. Leroy
Nickel; his training was as a lawyer, and his initial position was in Miller and
Lux’s legal department. He became the firm’s vice-president in 1897, and served
as president from 1914 to 1925.* Nickel was not a rancher, and his decisions
often were not good for the efficient raising of livestock. The Miller and Lux
firm also felt pressure from large Midwestern meat-packing firms and acquired
some large debts, while the family fought bitterly over the distribution of the
estate. In addition, a general depression for agricultural goods started around
1921, and shifts in land-use patterns interfered with the California operations.”
These factors prompted Miller and Lux to begin selling off its land holdings
shortly after World War 1.?? The company started divesting itself of its Nevada
holdings in 1926.** Much of the Nevada property sold quickly, with many of the
Washoe ranches under contract shortly after being put on the market, but the
final title transfer often took several years. The firm sold the Washoe County
properties mostly to northeastern California or northern Nevada cattle and
sheep ranches owned by individuals such as Virginia Johnson, L. L. Herren,
Martin Espil, Lena Harkey Scott, and Franklin J. and Harold ]J. Powers, or to
firms such as the Thousand Creek Livestock Company.* While many of these
families or firms continue to operate in northern Nevada, the Miller and Lux
firm finally ceased to exist as an entity in the 1960s.%

In 1915, as the Pacific Live Stock Company was reaching its maximum acre-
age in Nevada, dryland-farming homesteaders began moving into the area in
significant numbers. Some of these homesteaders came into direct conflict with
Pacific Live Stock. If the High Rock’s earlier history had involved increasingly
commercial and corporate agriculture, the next part of the story would involve
the time-honored issue of land speculation and the more recent issue of policy
and land disputes between citizens and government.

HoMmEesTEADING IN THE HIGH Rock

One of the federal government’s main goals early in the twentieth century
was to transfer federal lands to private ownership in order to generate income
for the government and provide land and a means of livelihood to citizens. This
desire to dispose of government lands led to a series of homesteading laws that
were not repealed until 1976. One of the first such laws, the Homestead Act
of 1862, allowed a homesteader to claim up to 160 acres of land by living on it
continuously for five years and clearing, planting, and irrigating a portion of it
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for at least four years. Alternatively, a homesteader could purchase or directly
“commute” the claim for $1.25 or $2.50 per acre, depending on the size of the
claim.* Homesteading was intimately linked with the rectangular land-survey
system of the United States, developed in the Land Ordinance of 1785 to dispose
of federal lands efficiently and equitably.”” Federal officials sought to increase
the number of acres procurable and decrease the requirements needed to prove
up a claim. This was an effort to reward military service, offer citizens more
options during hard economic times, and make farming viable in marginal
areas by providing additional land.*

One of these variations, the Desert Land Act of 1877, allowed settlers to
acquire up to 320 acres of desert with the provision that they “reclaim” part of
the land through irrigation.* Another, the Enlarged Homestead Act of 1909,
doubled the amount of land that could be acquired under the original Home-
stead Act to 320 acres, removed the requirement for irrigation, and required
that only 80 acres be cultivated. By removing the irrigation requirements,
this law, also known as the Dry Farming Homestead Act, allowed entry onto
lands that would not have previously been open. Congress further modified
the measure in 1912 by reducing the residency requirement from five to three
years, allowing residents to be absent for up to five months a year, and further
reducing the cultivation requirement to 40 acres.*” In 1916, Congress passed the
Stock-Raising Homestead Act, which allowed entry on 640 acres of non-mineral,
non-irrigable, non-timbered land valuable only for grazing.*! These changes in
the homesteading laws were partly responsible for a series of dryland-farming
rushes throughout the arid West during the 1910s and early 1920s.

Although many homesteaders honestly wanted to pursue a career in farm-
ing, some sought to take advantage of the liberalized homesteading laws for
purposes other than agriculture. Some low-income homesteaders saw it as a
way to acquire land and homes without having to devote a lot of time to actual
farming. Others detected an opportunity for quick acquisition of cheap land
that could be sold for a profit, thus introducing a high level of speculation into
dryland homesteading.*

Many of the twentieth-century dryland farmers moved into areas where there
were existing ranches. Little about the friction between dryland homesteaders
and ranchers appears in the available literature, but in Montana, dryland farmers
who could not afford to fence their fields lost crops to roaming cattle. The ranch-
ers benefited from liberal open-range laws that left the farmers little recourse.*?
A dryfarm homesteader’s letter also states: “There are several big ranchmen
near here. Some are friendly and some went to Fort Benton and tried to get the
merchants to promise not to sell to the dryland farmers as they call them.”*

Nevada was not deaf to the dryland siren song. Most of the studies
completed to date have focused on northeastern Nevada,* but northwestern
Nevada also experienced dryland homesteading after the Enlarged Homestead
Act passed. General Land Office plats and survey notes, federal census data,
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federal homestead records, county tax and deed records, state records, period
newspaper articles, and court records provide clues to homesteader activity
in the region. They reveal that the homesteader experience in the High Rock
Canyon country was similar to others elsewhere in Nevada and the arid West.
They also suggest that in High Rock Canyon a strong speculative element
brought the homesteaders into conflict with existing ranches.

SPECULATION AND CONELICT IN THE HicH Rock

Some homesteaders who moved into High Rock Canyon suspected that the
Pacific Live Stock Company lacked clear title to lands that it claimed in the
area.* Several factors relating to the rectangular survey contributed to this no-
tion. Nevada’s remoteness and harsh deserts had made it difficult to complete
the needed surveying. Each western state was supposed to receive two sections
from each surveyed township for the development of schools. Impatient for
school lands, Nevada officials requested that their state receive acreage of its
choosing as soon as possible instead of waiting for completion of the surveys.
Twice, Congress complied, with lands totaling 2,723,647 acres.” These lands
are often referred to as State Select lands. Nevada then sold the lands it had
selected to raise money to support schools. But the state chose the lands in
conjunction with the ranchers that bought them, and selected lands that had
good access to water.* By 1936, the state retained only 126,587 acres.* High
Rock Canyon had its fair share of State Select lands, with 1,200 acres selected
and sold.” Eliot Crutcher and his representatives bought this acreage and trans-
ferred it to the Pacific Live Stock Company when Miller and Lux purchased
the Black Rock Ranch.

The second contributing factor was a problem with fraudulent or incomplete
surveys. In many western states, Congress contracted out the drawing of the
rectangular surveys. Some of the contractors were crooks, drawing up sur-
vey plats in bars instead of actually conducting the surveys, or only partially
fulfilling the terms of their contracts by just surveying the exterior lines of a
township.”" A contractor named Garside surveyed the township encompass-
ing most of High Rock Canyon in 1873. He incorrectly mapped or completely
missed many prominent features (such as Yellow Rock Canyon), his notes
are skimpy and repetitive, and he reportedly constructed corner monuments
that cannot be relocated. The descriptions of the lands that Nevada selected
and sold were based on this potentially fraudulent or incomplete survey. The
survey did, however, result in a legal plat of the township that was the basis
for the state land sales.”

In late 1915, during northern Washoe County’s dryland homestead rush,
Jean Bernard (in August), Maggie and Fred Messner (in September), and
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A portion of the 1873 Government Land Office Plat created by Garside. Note the lack of
interior section lines and prominent geographic features, such as Yellow Rock Canyon.
(Bureau of Land Management)

and Pole canyons and began to prove up their claims. A fourth homesteader,
Lena Wilcox, filed in June 1917, but relinquished her claim in December 1918.
Six other homesteaders were more lax about the paperwork requirements and
left no readily traceable paper trail. These homesteaders built fences, homes,
and outbuildings; cleared fields or harvested the natural hay growing in the
canyon bottoms; and brought in their own livestock.™

The lands these settlers chose were the Pacific Live Stock Company lands
they believed to be lacking clear title. Why they took the risk is open to several
interpretations. The first is that the lands in question were the best in the area,
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with permanent water and deep, fertile alluvial soils, and the settlers may have
thought that it was worth taking a chance to acquire them. Another possibility
is that the homesteaders hoped that Pacific Livestock would buy them out in
order to make them go away. Perhaps these particular settlers were owners,
employees, or representatives of a rival cattle firm trying to horn in on the
Miller and Lux operation.

In December 1916, the Pacific Live Stock Company struck back at the home-
steaders by filing a complaint in the United States District Court for the District
of Nevada. The complaint named Fred G. and Maggie Messner, George W.
Wymer [sic], Del Smith, and Thomas Fox® as defendants, along with five other
defendants with fictitious names: John Doe Bernard, John Doe (later identified
as John Conlin), Richard Roe (later identified as M. ]. Messner), Mary White,
and Jane Black. The presiding judge was Edward Farrington; he was a veteran
of twenty years of private law practice in Elko, in the heart of northeastern
Nevada’s cattle country, when Theodore Roosevelt appointed him to Nevada’s
United States District Court in 1907.

Pacific Live Stock’s complaint argued that it owned certain parcels in the
area, and had the rights to graze and water its livestock and harvest hay from
those parcels. In addition, the company claimed the right to move its cattle
unhindered through the canyons to adjoining properties and public grazing
lands. The defendants, “without right and with force and arms,” harmed the
plaintiff by denying the firm access to their land and water, by blocking its access
through the canyons, and by using up its grass and wild hay. The complaint
claimed that Pacific Live Stock had suffered $5,000 in damages, and requested
a writ directed to the defendants to cease all activities, remove all drift fences
and other obstructions, and pay the plaintiff damages.*® The defendants were
subpoenaed the following January. The court appointed George Bodin and later
Charles Cronin, both Pacific Live Stock Company foremen who were stationed
in the area, to serve the subpoenas, which was done by January 19, 1917.7

F. G. Messner and Del Smith hired F. ]. Hallock as their attorney. Hallock filed
a Motion to Dismiss on January 29, 1917, stating that the only due process the
defendants had received was a Subpoena in Equity, which provided too little infor-
mation about the charges for them to mount a defense. Hallock quickly followed
this motion on February 9 with a Motion for Additional Time to Answer.”*® Cronin
delivered another round of subpoenas in March. The only response from any of
the defendants was from George Wimer, who mailed in a notarized letter without
legal representation, claiming that he had in no way interfered with the plaintiff’s
ranching operations. He also said that the only fences he had constructed were
lawful fences specified on his lawful Homestead Application.”

Edward Treadwell, attorney for the Pacific Live Stock Company, filed a motion
to enter judgment against the defendants. The court filed a decree on October
6, 1917, stating that Wimer’s response was no defense against the action, and
that the lands under question belonged to the plaintiff. It also noted that Del
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Smith had sold his interests in his homestead to Frank Conlin, who was aware
of the ongoing dispute with Pacific Live Stock and who became a party to the
proceedings by purchasing Smith’s interests. Furthermore, the court ordered
the defendants to remove all fences and obstructions and otherwise not interfere
with Pacific Live Stock Company’s operations.®

The defendants ignored the court’s decree; consequently, on June 17, 1918,
the Pacific Live Stock Company filed an Affidavit and Order to Show Cause
stating that the defendants were still at their homesteads with their fences
in place, still interfering with the Pacific Live Stock Company’s operations.
The court once again authorized Cronin to deliver subpoenas, which he did
between June 22 and 24.' After a hearing on July 5, 1918, the court found the
evidence insufficient for determining the exact locations of the homesteaders’
premises and fences, and was thus unable to rule on their legality. The court
then ordered a survey. Three surveyors were selected: Seymour Case by the
court, T. K. Stewart by Pacific Live Stock, and D. H. Updike by the defendants.
The court ordered copies of homestead entries and the plats and notes from
the original survey to support the new one.*

The surveyors headed for the field by car on August 3, 1918, spending a night
in Gerlach and beginning their survey work on August 5. Unfortunately, Case
became ill with stomach trouble. He was hauled back to Gerlach and shipped
to Reno by train for treatment. The surveyors filed a report with the court stat-
ing that Case’s illness limited their field work, but they were able to determine
that the original survey was “very carelessly done.” They recommended a
complete resurvey of the township to determine the definite locations of the
lands in question.®® In November of 1921, Emil Voigt, a United States cadas-
tral engineer (a federal employee specializing in completing the rectangular
survey), completed the resurveys, including metes-and-bounds surveys of
the homesteaders’ plots.* (A metes-and-bounds survey is one that is used to
describe an irregular plot of land that does not conform to a legal subdivision
of a township. The plot is tied to a regular township corner and is described
by bearings and distances between the corners.)®

The legal wrangling continued through 1919, and it became clear that the de-
fendants’ decision to homestead where they did, and their defense against Pacific
Live Stock, was based on a resurvey of the adjoining southern township that was
also initiated because of an incomplete or inaccurate prior survey. This resurvey,
completed by Walter Hoffman in fall 1914, included the southern boundary of
Township 40 North, Range 23 East, which was the township where the homestead-
ers settled.®® Hoffman found a basalt stone marked with six notches on its south
and east edges that he presumed was the common corner of Townships 39 and
40 North, Ranges 23 and 24 East. Hoffman destroyed this stone and replaced it
with a brass cap mounted on an iron post. When Hoffman’s attempt to find ad-
ditional markers associated with the southern boundary of Township 40 North,
Range 23 East proved largely unfruitful, he resurveyed the entire line.*”
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Hoffman’s resurvey made it appear that the original 1873 survey was 1.25
miles too far west and 2,198 feet too far north. This meant that the legal de-
scriptions that the homesteaders entered would differ from the legal descrip-
tions of the State Select lands owned by the Pacific Live Stock Company. The
homesteaders claimed that this difference in the legal descriptions made their
homestead entries valid.®® The survey notes from Garside’s original 1873 sur-
vey, however, indicate that the common corner was a “granite” stone marked
with six notches on the north, east, south, and west sides,* not just the south
and east edges as described by Hoffman. Hoffman might have had the wrong
corner, adding weight to the necessity for Voigt's resurvey.

In addition, Judge Farrington disagreed with the homesteaders’ defense. He
completed an opinion in May of 1919 in which he stated that, in the absence
of any identifiable fraud, the 1873 survey and 1874 plat were valid for passing
the title of the State Select lands to Nevada, meaning that the Pacific Live Stock
Company’s possession of the land was valid. He continued:

The true lines and corners of a government subdivision of land are
where the United States surveyors in fact located them, whether the
location was right or wrong. The question is not where a corner should
have been located, but where it was actually placed, and when that
point is found and identified, it is controlling, and cannot be altered or
corrected by the court.”

The opinion went on to say that any retracements or resurveys should not
impair the “bona fide rights of any claimant, entryman, or owner of lands,”
and should be used only to mark boundaries of undisposed-of public lands.
Thus, the Hoffman monument was moot, as was the homesteaders’ defense.
Judge Farrington once again ordered the homesteaders to remove their fences
and other obstructions, not to interfere with the Pacific Live Stock Company’s
operations, and to pay fines ranging from $125 to $250.™

Because they continued to ignore the court, the homesteaders soon faced
arrest warrants. The court sent Deputy F. G. Sawyer to arrest Conlin, Fox,
and Wimer in March 1920. A severe storm thwarted Sawyer’s attempt, and he
doubted that the road into High Rock Canyon would be open before late May or
early June.”” But when the road opened by early May, Deputy George L. Lam-
mon apprehended Conlin and Fox but was unable to find Wimer. Defendants
Wimer, Conlin, and Fred and Maggie Messner paid fines totaling $500, which
were distributed to the Pacific Live Stock Company.” The homesteaders finally
complied with parts of the court’s order and vacated their homesteads.™

In the meantime, the government surveyors completed the resurvey of the
township’s interior lines. On November 3, 1921, the Pacific Live Stock Company
surveyor, T. K. Stewart, met with Voigt’s survey team in High Rock Canyon. He
pointed out the approximate locations of the company’s holdings, which closely
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corresponded to retracements that Voigt had completed. Thus, Stewart waived
a metes-and-bounds survey of the State Select parcels, but the crew completed
a metes-and-bounds survey of several homestead filings and found portions
of several parcels—labeled 51, 52, and 53—open for entry. The homesteaders
with the potential for acquiring land were Jean Bernard, Maggie Messner, and
George W. Wimer.”>

Most of the 160-acre Wimer homestead was brought to patent. Wimer ap-
parently was a patient man, willing to deal with the bureaucratic nonsense and
paperwork required for a homestead patent, and with the extra complications
brought about by the legal battle. One example of his commitment is that, in
1920, he filed a Notice of Beginning of Absence from Homestead Entry when
finally complying with Judge Farrington’s orders.”

The field work for a resurvey of the interior lines of the township was finished
in 1919, and in 1920, Wimer tried to amend his homestead entry to reflect what
he thought the resurvey would indicate. Although the resurvey had been filed
with the General Land Office, it was not yet accepted, and no new plat had been
drawn up, resulting in the rejection of his amendment.”

The survey, which included the metes-and-bounds surveys of the homesteads,
was accepted and a new plat was drawn up in 1923. Wimer’s homestead was now
described as Tracts 53 A, B, C, and D. There were conflicts in Tract 53 A (2.2 acres)
and Tract 53 B (37.8 acres) with Pacific Live Stock Company land. The General
Land Office notified Wimer that he had thirty days to prove why his entry should
not be canceled and to file an amendment.” Wimer started to file the paperwork to
prove that his mistake was based on the earlier survey, but he died before he could
completeit. Lizzie Wimer, his widow, pressed on and on December 3, 1925 received
a patent for 157.41 acres in Tract 53 C and Lot 3, Sec. 20 and Tract 53 D and Lot 2,
Sec. 21, Township 40 North, Range 23 East,” although she did not pay county taxes
on the land until 1927.* Lizzie Wimer held onto the property for a few years, then
sold it to Franklin J. and Harold J. Powers on December 4, 1929 %

Maggie Messner’s homestead proved to be mostly in conflict with previous State
Select lands, with only 2.06 acres available for entry. Apparently this was too little
acreage to justify continuing with the process, and she pursued the matter no fur-
ther. Her homestead application was canceled on March 13, 1925.% Jean Bernard’s
homestead also proved to be in conflict, with just 37.98 acres open. Although the
number of acres available to him was greater than those open to Messner, he dropped
the matter and the application was canceled on May 20, 1929.%

Even before the dust from the court case settled, it was apparent to many
that farming was not a viable occupation in the High Rock country. Those who
had started out as dryland farmers either began to shift their focus to cattle and
sheep ranching or left the area.

Local ranchers were also using the homestead laws to acquire land to broaden
their holdings. John Z. Van Riper and his brother Leslie Elmer Van Riper were
two ranchers who did acquire acreage in the High Rock area. John Z. Van



High Rock High Jinx 337

Reswrvey and Survey ol

Township N? 40 North Range N? 23 East Mt Diablo Meridion Nevada

Soedz Seeds oy - ; S I8 .
g LG T VST an0aRD S8 npenr srsueiE T pARRLLEL TR yopry 3l
L‘_ 4233 TP T I PR 2 = RIBESe " 5.89° | 2x .- - -
X oy = = 4 " 00 P = 7e e 1 3
‘fimes Ty, T .ﬂsﬁﬁzgﬁle.§$?:_:-:ﬁ4-‘,
" » Y 1T Fafn o > il &R o e 2 K
et 06 mnza g G | }i?\z;a i u:r & 5o

3 g
¥

""--".“'*‘}‘ ! [

B e T

RESURVE Y

NORPT M
Vi e

INODEPENDENT
P R 3 ¥ LY

NOR TH
INOEPENDENT RESURVEY

It A 3 s i F A
S ﬁmé‘#&i{b.’,ﬁl
. S Y

KNS ALY

EEE 75
5 - A wesr. 088 L Eore
FCDBINDERENOENT Secdh RESURVE ¥ Sved

A portion of the 1921 General Land Office Plat showing the resurvey. Note the lots created
to describe homestead sites. (Bureau of Land Management)

Riper acquired 160 acres in sections 5 and 8 on April 23, 1929, in Pole Canyon,
a tributary of High Rock Canyon, using the homestead laws.* Using a Desert
Land entry, Leslie Van Riper acquired 80 acres adjacent to his brother.* He also
acquired 591.3 acres outside of High Rock Canyon. A third ranching Van Riper
brother, Edwin E., acquired patent on 320 acres east of High Rock in 1923.%
Leslie Elmer Van Riper had filed for 80 acres in Hanging Rock Creek (also
known as the East Fork of High Rock Canyon, but now designated as Pole
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Canyon) in May of 1920. His application site was visited in July 1921 by a
General Land Office special agent, Ord Lantz, who reported about 40 acres of
land irrigated and producing a good hay crop.”

Since it was a Desert Land Entry, Leslie Van Riper had to file proof of irri-
gation. He submitted a copy of an Application for Permit to Appropriate the
Public Waters of the State of Nevada, which indicated that he would build a
series of dams and ditches to irrigate 60 acres with the flood waters of Hanging
Rock Creek. This conflicted with the information in his final proof in May 1926.
There, he claimed that he had cleared and leveled 16 acres, which supported
a mix of tame and wild grasses from which he harvested twenty tons of hay
for three years. The year before filing the proof, he reported that the land had
been used only for pasture. The patent was issued, after final payment of $80,
on October 12, 1926.% Leslie eventually relocated to Elko, and sold his 80 acres
and all associated water rights and ditches to Franklin J. and Harold ]. Powers
on June 19, 1928.%

John Z. Van Riper’s case is a strange one. Apparently, he filed for a 160-acre
homestead in sections 5 and 8 in the East Fork of High Rock Canyon (Pole
Canyon) in 1920. This filing was rejected because of the court-ordered re-
survey. He re-filed a homestead entry in August 1923. The General Land Office
recommended against accepting this application, since it was known that Van
Riper had been committed to a hospital in May because of insanity, and was
not competent to make the homestead entry.”

On September 8, 1928, John's brother Edwin sent a letter to the land office.
In this letter he reported that he was John’s guardian, that John had lost the
homestead papers, and that he wished to make final proof on the homestead
for John. The land office replied to Edwin, stating that it needed certified copies
of John's judgment of insanity, of the order appointing Edwin as guardian, and
of a certificate from the county clerk attesting that John had not been restored
to competency.”

When Edwin submitted the paperwork, his brother’s sad story became
clearer. John was twenty-five years old when he was committed, in early 1923.
He smoked and had been drinking “jackass brandy” excessively for two years
prior to his commitment. He suffered from the delusions that spirits were
putting dope in his cigarettes and that his name was appearing in all the news-
papers. These delusions made him excitable, causing concern that he could
injure himself, especially since he hinted at suicide “at times when the spirits
feed him dope.”*

The land office allowed Edwin to proceed with patenting the homestead. He
filed the final proof, showing that in 1921 John had harvested thirty-five tons
of wild hay from 15 acres of land. In 1922, he harvested ten tons of hay and
used some land as pasture. In 1923, the year that John was committed, all the
acreage was used for pasture. The listed improvements include a house, other
buildings, fences, a dam, and ditches.”
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The General Land Office issued the patent for the homestead in 1929.* The
land remained in Van Riper’s name for many years. A diligent search of the
deed file index through 1975 in the Washoe County Recorder’s Office failed
to find the exact date that another party bought the land. The last Van Riper
transaction found was in 1946, when Edwin and his wife sold their holdings
to Mr. and Mrs. Davis and Mr. and Mrs. McKnight.”

CONCILUSION

Although it may be less entertaining than Louis L’Amour’s tale of cattle
rustling, the story of High Rock ranching illustrates some of the problems with
the surveying and disposal of public lands and the unsuitability of Nevada’s
high desert for agricultural pursuits beyond ranching. The survey of the public
lands in Nevada proceeded at a slow rate, and the contract system further re-
duced its accuracy and completeness. The slow pace of the survey influenced
the creation of Nevada's State Select system, which was corruptly administered
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and favored land acquisition by large corporate ranching concerns such as Eliot
Crutcher’s Black Rock Ranch. After buying the Black Rock Ranch, the Pacific Live
Stock Company continued with these practices for its own further growth.

The inadequacy of the acreage offered also affected the State Select process.
The state’s offerings were patterned after the federal land laws, which were cre-
ated before the United States expanded into the arid West. A suitable acreage in
the well-watered East is simply not adequate for Nevada’s deserts, which forced
many to abuse the system in order to acquire sufficient acreage for survival.

The original 1873 surveys of the townships in and adjacent to High Rock
Canyon were incomplete. Forty years later, when the adjoining township on
the south was re-surveyed, the incompleteness of the earlier work resulted in a
misidentification of a corner, which caused the laying out of a township bound-
ary to be in the wrong location. Cagey homesteaders then attempted to use this
surveying error to their advantage when they settled on well-watered bottom
lands that already belonged to someone else. The resulting legal battle raged
for four years, and was responsible for strengthening legal decisions pertaining
to the rectangular survey and the disposal of federal lands, as well as for the
ultimate failure of most of the High Rock Canyon homestead attempts, and for
several resurveys of the township and interior parcels.

The experience in the High Rock Canyon also illustrates how difficult it is
to pursue any kind of agriculture beyond ranching in Nevada’s high country.
Nevada’s aridity, short growing season, and cyclic rodent and insect populations
simply do not allow for raising non-irrigated crops; the homesteaders who were
successful in High Rock were those who engaged in ranching.
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