
Reno's Divorce Mill 
By Paul Hutchinson 

0 N my way to Reno I became interested in a 
pair of husky young fellows in the same car. 
They proved to be mechanics from Bridge

port, also Reno-bound. I wondered what their mis
sion might be, for they did not seem the type that 
would be drawn across the continent to share in the 
gambling, and still less did they look like prospects 
for the Nevada divorce mill. Meeting them on Vir
ginia street, the day after our arrival, their mission 
came out. "If you see a Dodge from Connecticut," 
they said, "please let us know." They were looking 
for a girl who was the wife of one and the sister of 
the other. Lured by the promise of easy divorce, she 
had taken the family car and headed west. The two 
men had followed to bring her home. 

I suspect that is a common enough story in Reno. 
For the little city has become a national mecca for 
divorce-seekers, and many light-headed freedom
seekers must rush to the place without ever stopping 
to inquire about the rules which govern the granting 
of these separations. As you walk about the town you 
are sure to be impressed with the variety of the 
license tags on the automobiles. Lined against the 
curbs they present mute evidence of the part which 
the Washoe county court of Nevada is playing in the 
national life. 

Size of the Divorce Traffic 

Reno is now granting an average of somewhere 
around a hundred divorces a week. There were 639 
granted in August; 572 in September. No explana
tion is given for this drop; perhaps the economic con
ditions that are reducing divorce rates in other parts 
of the country have now begun to make their effect 
felt even in Nevada. As I have said before, my own 
visit to Reno fell in July. It was midsummer, and a 
scorching stretch of days. One would have thought 

- that if the divorce business of the town was ever to 
fall off it would have been then. But on the Monday 
of that week one of the judges of the county court 
granted 48 divorces, and the other 41. Even on 
Tuesday there were 27 decrees granted, and 28 cases 
filed. Practically all decrees are granted on those two 
days of the week, for reasons which will presently be 
explained. 

The proportions of this traffic in family disaster 
are due, as everyone knows, to the fact that it re
quires a nominal residence of only six weeks in the 
state of Nevada to make one eligible for divorce 
there. That, plus the fact that divorce is granted on 
charges of "cruelty," which may be made to cover 
almost anything under the sun, keeps the stream 
flowing toward Reno. Indeed, if both parties to the 
suit are in the state, and the action on which the suit 
rests has occurred there, even the six weeks' residence 
requirement is waived. Under such circumstances, 

the suit may be filed and the decree granted within a 
day. 

Yet I do not wish to give the impression that the 
actual business of granting divorces is conducted in 
Reno in an atmosphere of anything other than the 
most rigid decorum. Outside the courthouse, to be 
sure, you will find the stores selling souvenir trinkets 
which try to make "the Reno cure" a subject for jest. 
And the town knows many tales of wild celebration 
parties held by wealthy divorcees, both before and 
after receiving their decrees. But inside the courts 
presided over by Judge Moran and Judge Curler 
there is the most rigid adherence to high standards of 
courtroom propriety. One day while I was in Reno 
one of these judges committed to jail a tourist whom 
he detected, while sitting among the spectators, in 
the act of taking a picture of the court with a small 
hand camera. The unfortunate spectator was held in 
jail all day. 

Courtroom Decorum 

What is the procedure in these courts? On the day 
set for the hearing of the case, the plaintiff arrives 
in court with his or her attorney. The other party 
to the case is represented by counsel holding power 
of attorney. If the plaintiff desires, the courtroom is 
cleared, and in by far the majority of cases the plain
tiff so desires. The grinding of the Reno divorce mill 
is in no sense a public spectacle. Practically the whole 
time before the court is taken up with establishing 
residence. For this purpose the plaintiff has to pro
duce a witness who will swear that the six weeks' 
requirement has been fulfilled. This process takes 
somewhere between three and five minutes, if all goes 
on schedule. If the judge is satisfied that the papers 
are in order the decree may be entered within five 
minutes of the calling of the case. Sometimes it takes 
longer, but twenty minutes is an exceptionally long 
time. 

Uncontested Cases 

Such cases are, of course, uncontested. And in 
studying the Reno divorce mill it needs to be borne in 
mind that it deals almost entirely with uncontested 
cases. These are the cases heard on Monday- "wash 
day" in the slang of Reno-and Tuesday. Contested 
cases come up on other days of the week, along with 
the usual routine of a county court, and they are no 
more easily disposed of in Reno than in other parts 
of the country. In fact, competent lawyers tell me 
that it is harder to get a divorce in a contested case 
in Nevada than in many other states. While I was in 
Reno an example of this difficulty came to light in 
the refusal of a divorce to Mr. Charles Sabin, jr., 
of New York. Mr. Sabin is the son of the wealthy 
Sabins who have been so conspicuous in their opposi-
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tion to the eighteenth amendment, and is himself an 
officer of the Crusaders, the organization that is sup
posed to represent the younger generation in attack
ing prohibition. I do not know what the details of 
the Sabin divorce case were, but some refusal of the 
wife to accept the arrangements proposed by the hus
band led her to contest his suit, which was accordingly 
rejected. Later the wife sued, the case was uncon
tested, and the decree was granted. 

And this leads to the observation that, while prac
tically all Nevada divorces involve some sort of ar
rangements made between th(! parties before coming 
into court, these are never incorporated in the actual 
decrees. The Reno courts do not assess alimony; 
neither do they award custody of children. The 
judges are cognizant of the terms of the agreements 
that have been made outside court, and if they do 
not consider these terms proper they can of course 
refuse to grant the decree. But the Nevada decree, in 
and of itself, is always simply a dissolution of the 
marriage tie-that and nothing more. 

Are Nevada Divorces Legal? 

In this way, it will be plain, one of the legal prob
lems that might arise out of a Nevada divorce is 
avoided. Nevada divorces are not recognized in cer
tain states-to Nevada's intense resentment-be
cause of the fictitious character of a "residence" of 
only six weeks. But as long as the decree involves 
only the question of marriage and re-marriage, and 
has been uncontested at the time of granting, the 
likelihood of a bigamy action resulting is very remote. 
However, if these decrees involved the distribution of 
large sums of money-and some of the largest 
fortunes in America have stood before the Reno 
bench-it is probable that before long some divorcee, 
dissatisfied with the terms, would attack the decree's 
validity. Which might have a disastrous effect on the 
whole Nevada divorce industry. 

Unlike its deliberate choice of legalized vice as a 
means of livelihood, the granting of divorces seems 
to have been an industry of almost imperceptible 
growth in Reno. When the arid wastes of Nevada 
were first granted statehood, the loose-footed prospec
tors, miners and herders who comprised what popula
tion there was, settled upon six months as a proper 
period to establish residence, and this term was made 
to apply to appearances in the divorce courts as well 
as at the polls. For years, this provision remained in 
force without having much attention called to it. But 
when South Dakota first discovered easy divorce as 
a means of "bringing money into the state," it did 
not take long for some Nevada lawyer to retort that 
his state could offer just as quick a way to marital 
freedom. South Dakota soon tired of the notoriety 
that accompanied the growth of a divorce colony at 
Sioux Falls and outlawed the traffic; Nevada found 
that the prosperity of its one city, Eeno, had come 
to depend largely on catering to the divorce-seekers, 
and accordingly encouraged the business in every 
possible way. 

Six years ago, when it began to appear that cer
tain other states and countries were on the point of 
launching serious competition for Reno's divorce 
business, the law was amended to require only three 
months' residence. But even this proved inadequate. 
Paris divorces increased in popularity with the very 
rich, for French law made "gross insult" a sufficient 
cause, and gross insult proved to be a very elastic 
term in the hands of a good divorce lawyer. More
over, no stated term of residence was required. It 
looked at one time as though Paris would walk away 
with the bulk of Reno's most lucrative trade. But the 
French grew tired of having their courts used to 
legalize the marital infidelities of wealthy Americans, 
and the Paris judges, by a stricter use of their discre
tionary powers, largely put an end to the divorce 
rush to their c~ty. 

Meeting Competition 

A more dangerous challenge has come from two 
American commonwealths, Arkansas and Idaho. Both 
have now enacted three months' residence laws, with 
no restrictions on re-marriage. Arkansas is said to 
be contemplating ·the development of Hot Springs as 
a divorce center, with all the added attractions of 
gambling and other vices that Reno has to offer. Cuba 
has also entered the competition, now offering divorce 
on the most trivial grounds, and after only one day's 
residence. And the divorce laws in certain states of 
Mexico are now asserted to have been "liberalized" 
to the point where decrees can actually be secured by 
mail. 

Citizens of Reno frankly attribute the recent re
duction of the residential requirements in Nevada to 
this new competition. They do not say that they fav
ored this reduction; indeed, they point out how large 
a loss in income their city suffers by cutting the di
vorce-seeker's stay in half. But, they ask, in the face 
of the economic threat of Hot Springs, Boise, Ha-

. vana or Tia Juana, what other course was open? It 
was this frank preoccupation with the economic mo
tive that most interested me in my discussions of di- . ,m: 
vorce with various citizens of Reno. Outside of a '!9 

minister or two, and a Y. M. C. A. worker, I found 
almost no perception of the possibility that any moral 
factor might be involved. And even the Y man 
pointed out that without the divorce business it would 
be impossible to keep the association's dormitory full, 
and so keep the' association's budget balanced I 

Blind to Ethical Issues 

There are plenty of people in Reno who will dis
cuss the ethical issues involved in wide-open gambling 
and other vice. But they apparently have a blind spot ~ 
when it comes to suggesting that there may be ethical -
issues connected with free and easy divorce. The 
Roman Catholics have just conferred on Reno the 
honor of becoming head of a diocese, which may 
mean that the rigid attitude of that church on the 
divorce question will eventually make it someth!9g ,. 
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more than a dollars-and-cents issue in the city. But 
up to the present, it is just that and nothing more. 

Yet I do not wish to be understood as condemning 
Reno, and Nevada, too unrestrainedly for their course 
in this matter. In one sense, I feel that all the states ' 
have been contributory factors in the setting up of 
the Reno divorce mill. By resisting the movement in 
favor of uniform marriage and divorce laws through
out the nation, by. setting up divorce regulations of 
unnecessary severity, these states 'have made it almost 
certain that some state would attempt to capitalize 
the situation to its own advantage. The chaos of 
laws governing divorce in the United States still 
leaves one state refusing to grant divorces under any 
circumstances whatever, and another-our most pop
ulous commonwealth-granting them only in cases of 
adultery. The conditions imposed in many of the 
states have produced a widespread resort to sharp 
practice and deceit. It is not to be wondered at that 

many a person, whose marriage has plainly gone on 
the rocks but who revolts at conditions surrounding 
the local divorce courts, should say, "Isn't there some 
place where I can gain my freedom without stigma
tizing myself, and even more my children, with life
long scandal?" To the extent to which the other 
states have made it impossible for such persons to 
obtain divorces at home, they are responsible for 
Reno. 

But Reno herself must bear the responsibility for 
the notoriety that attaches to her courts. Having dis
covered the economic possibilities in divorce, it has 
been Reno's own choice that has made the residential 
requirements farcical. Here, too, as in the case of her 
legalized vice, she has shown that what counts with 
her is the chance of making money. 

In his next, and concluding, article Mr. Hutchinson 
will discuss the outlook for Reno. 

B 0 0 K s 
Oriental Cult or Universal Religion? 

BAHA'IsM, ITs ORIGIN, HisTORY, AND TEACHINGS. By 
William McElwee Miller. Fleming H. Revell Company, 
$2.00. 

SO MUCH mystery shrouds the origins of that strangely 
modern oriental cult known as Baha'ism that there are 

not more than half a dozen Occidentals who have a knowledge 
of its early history grounded upon a first-hand study of the 
source materials. Mr. Miller is one of them. During a good 
many years of residence in Persia as a Presbyterian mission
ary, he has had opportunity to investigate the historical data 
with care and his work: shows every sign of being done with 
scholarly accuracy and scientific dispassionateness. 

The Baha'is, as we know them through their propagandists 
in this country, stand for precisely the kind of things that 
liberal and socially minded Christians stand for. The latest 
authoritative summary of principles includes such admirable 
items as : the independent investigation of truth; the oneness 
of the human race; international peace; the conformity of re
ligion to science and reason ; 'the equality of men and women; 
universal education-and no claim whatever of special au
thority residing in the head of the Baha'i religion. But in 
another connection and to a different audience, the same 
spokesman-none other than Abdu'l-Baha-is quoted as say
ing (referring to himself as the infallible expounder of the 
truth): "All must obey Him; whatever He says is true ..• 
Beware lest anyone declare his own ideas." It is a beautiful 
but borrowed system of lofty ideas of universal brotherhood 
and justice, with a special claim to unique authority kept 
somewhat in the background. 

Among the Shi'ite Moslems of Persia the belief was cur
rent that there would some day appear a reincarnation of 
the twelfth Imam (successor of the Prophet), and that upon 
his appearance it would be the duty of the shah to resign to 
this messenger of God the control of the state. About 1850 
there came one who claimed to fulfill this expectation. He 
was called "the Bah." The shah was not enthusiastic about 
a change in the government. Neither, in truth, was the Bah. -

He seems to have been a gentle person of a retiring nature, 
and the shah promptly retired him to prison. But this quiet 
man had very turbulent followers who took: arms and went 
on the war path. They were suppressed, hundreds of them 
were killed, and the Bab was put to death for no crime of his 
own but to discourage his rebellious adherents. His successor 
was Subh-i-Azal, who moved to Bagdad by request and kept 
his place for ten years. Then his half-brother, Baha'u'llah, 
seized the reins and declared himself the latest and greatest 
manifestation of God. He held his court for many years at 
Akka (the old Acre) where he died in 1892. He was suc
ceeded by his son, Abdu'l-Baha, who did not claim to be a 
new Manifestation but only to be sole authoritative inter
preter of his father's words. 

Propaganda for this new 'faith, in a form adapted to ap
peal to the western mind, was started in Chicago in 1893. 
Abdu'l-Baha came in 1912 to dedicate the ground for a tem
ple (still unfinished) at Wilmette, a suburb of Chicago. I 
personally heard the architect of the temple say that he had 
received the plan by direct revelation from God. Since the 
death of Abdu'l-Baha, in 1921, the tendency has been, even 
more than before, to stress the liberal and humanitarian ele
ments more than the supernaturalistic and to hold forth 
Baha'ism as a way of peace for the warring followers of all 
religions. The present head, Shoghi Effendi, a young gradu
ate of the American university at Beirut, is chiefly interested 
in the ethical and organizational aspects. Nevertheless, it is 
evident that Baha'ism has a theology as well as a definite 
system for the control of the minds of its adherents, and any 
attempt to represent it as a broad and inclusive humani
tarianism, or as a synthesis of the essentials of all religions, 
is misleading. The declaration adopted by the American 
Baha'i assembly in May, 1926, stated as among the require
ments for voting membership: "full recognition of the sta
tion of the Forerunner (the Bah), the Author (Baha'u'llah), 
and Abdu'l-Baha the true Exemplar; unreserved acceptance 
of and submission to whatever has been revealed by their 
pen; loyal and steadfast adherence to every clause of Abdu'l
Baha's sacred will." 

The Baha'is are not numerous. They used to talk grandi-
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