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In 1900 the Second Earl Russell and 1\Irs. l\lollle Summerville Secured Simultane· 
ous Nevada Divorces in the Comparatively Breath·Taking Space of Six 1\l onths. 

In the B. R . (Before Reno) Era Socially 
Impregnable 1\lrs. 0 . H . P. Belmont Wasn't 
Allowed to Teach Sunday School Class Follow
ing Her Abroga tion From William K . Van-

derbUt. 

By INEZ ROBB 
CHAPTER IV 

RENO, Nev. 

W HETHER divorce made Reno famous or 
vice versa is one of those senseless chicken· 
egg arguments and gets nowhere. But 

there can be little doubt that Reno, 
by making divorce easy and PORU· 
larlzing it, put the Indian sign on 
conventional monogamy not only 
in this country but abroad. 

Reno's product is famous the 
world 'round. Persons come from 
every corner of the globe to take 
The Cure, as it is optimistically 
called. What other community ex
cept Coventry has entered the 
language and Immortality by the 
verbalization of its name? "Reno
vated" is now an accepted part of 
basic English. 

Even when Nevada's residence 
requirement for divorce was six 
months, not six weeks, her laws 
were so much more li~ral and 
easy-going than those of any other 
civilized state or country that sh,e 
attracted the attention of innumer
able persons who preferred· to re
marry than to yearn. 

In 1900, when Nevada handled its 
first famous international divorce 
case, divorce was an all but unmen
tionable institution. A divorced 
woman occupied an untenable place 

can't hold cast~ unless they've been through' 
the divorce mill at least once. Tommy Man· 
ville and his seven divorces are regarde<l as a 
bit outre, if not-downright gauche. But Mrs. 
:\fargaret Eme~"Y\, the channing headache
remedy heiresa, suffers not the slightest 
social migraine because of three divorces 
and four marriages. · 

Time moves right along, all right. But 
Reno, it would seem, has done a lot 'of 
prodding from the rear. • . 

Three early divorce cases, while the. resi
dence requirement was still six moriths, 
served to focus the attention not only of the 
nation but of Europe-, too, on Reno and Ne:. 
vada. It is poetic justice that international 

society a n d Hollywood, 
which has always given' 
Reno its richest and most. · 
spectacular trade, should' •?, 
have figured in t h e s e , ' 

\ 

really notable cases. , . 
The first two are almost for

gotten now, yet so spectacular 
were they that the first indu.ced 
the only trial of a peer in the 
House of Lords 1n 150 years. Not 
only that, but invoked the pres
ence of one King of England, Ed' 
~rd VII, to presid~ at the open
Rig of the trial, and a seeond, 
George V, subsequently, to pai-dori 

1 
the Nevada divorce miscreant. 

Only the third case is en
shrined in the memory of Amer
ica, and in the minds of middle
aged movie fans who \vill never 
forget the delicious shock of Mary 
Pickford's presence in Nevada 
to divorce Owen Moore. It was 
whispered that she intended to 
marry Douglas Fairbanks! 

in society. Innocent or guilty, her Judge Barney l\loran Who Has 
lot was decidedly not a happy one. Gran~- T housands of Reno 

The big- handsome, white 
stucco house bought in Reno by 
America's Sweetheart for her 
comfort while tediously biding 
her time is one of Reno's proud 
landmarks. It is now the some
times home of Patrick Mccarren, 
Nevada's senior Senator. As a 

~'A:/~~e ~f~~r~edHhe~· f~~~m~~!: . l :J)iplomas. 
band, the late Wllliam Kissam Van-
derbilt, was not permitted t,o continue teaching 'her 
Sunday school class. 

And when her sister-in-law, the late Mrs. Perry 
Belmont, was divorced from her first husband, the 
late Henry T. Sloane, and married Belmont at the 
turn of the century, so bitter was their social os
tricism that they fl~ to Paris. They lived there 
for decades. Only the gathering clouds of World 
War IT drove this aged couple home. 

Yet today, in some circles, women imagine they 

grateful gesture for his legal services in obtaining 
her divorce, Miss Pickford gave the house to 
McCarren, then a brilliant young divorce lawyer 
with a waistline. 

Even by 1920, when l\nss Pickford divorced 
Moore, Reno wa~ fairly well known for its specialty. 
The Pickford case merely served to refocus interna
tional attention on it and eventually to encourage 
the Nevada solons to shave the residence require
ments in 1927 from six to a daring three months. 

The Pickford case 
was a powerful stim
ulant for Nevada's 
divorce traffic an d 
starte d Hollywood 
jamming the hi g h· 
ways and byways 
into Reno. But it was 
two previous c as e s 
that really started 
the ball rolling: The 
Lord Russell case, ln 
1900, that subsequent
ly shot aristocratic 
English temperatures 
to 105 and kept them 
there for months, 
and, a few years later, 
the c 1 ass i c Corey 
case, involving Amer
ican money, sex, so
cial positions and
an ACTRESS. 

Reno Rallbirds Watch an In1promptu R&leo, One of t he Amusements That 
Attract the "Waiting-for-the-Decree" Contingent. 

Without fanfare, 
the second Earl Rus
sell and a Mrs. Mol
lie Cooke Summer· 
ville, in the spring 

16 l'lay 28, I 0 -i ·t 

ot 1900, obtained 
divorces f r om 
their respective spouses 
in Dayton, Nev. They 
immediately went to Reno 

• 
I 

l!~ntastic Story of Life, Liberty 
~. and the Pursuit of Alimony in 
the _,izzy Divorce Capital 
Where Law and License Never 

Clash 

I 

fully in the proud company of Henry Comstock, John 
Mackay, Adolph Sutro and James Graham Fair as the true 
founders of Nevada. Schnitzer merely struck pay dirt in 
Reno, while others found it in the Comstock and allied lodes 
in Virginia City's bonanza mining fields. 

About the time that Russell and Corey cases 
were focusing the attention of the maritally 
restless on Nevada, Schnitzer, a young New -
York attorney, made a study of the state's 
divorce laws. In I\'ew York newspapers, in thea
trical programs and any likely publications, 
Schnitzer began to insert little advertisements 
which read: 

DIVORCE LAWS OF NEVADA 
Have you domestic troubles? 
Are you seeking divorce? 
Do you want quick and 

reliable action? 
Send for my booklet. 

Contains complete 
Information F REE 
Shortest Residence. 
Address Counsellor, 

P. 0. Box 263, Reno, Nevada. 
Correspondence 

strictly confidential. 
Schnitzer commuted be

T\\'PPn NPw York and Reno, 
where he had nuw-~m~ 
a resident and a member o! 
the Bar Association, con
ducting divorce clients to· 
ward freedom in the West. 

and there were married by Dis
trict Judge Ben F . Curler, now a 
vigorous old man of 78. The judge still lives m 
Reno and flew his own plane until recently. 

The Russell and Summerville divorces and their 
marriage were literaily a turning point for Ne
vada. The explosions incident to the return of 
Lord Russell and his bride to England directed for 
the first time the attention of the world on Nevada's 
easy divorce laws. And Nevada's hard-headed citi
zens saw they possessed an unexploited bonanza. 

:u arried lmmedfa.tely, the E arl and 
the Ex-1\lrs. Summervllle Returned 
to London Wh ere a Shocked and 
Indignant House of Lords Ja iled 

It is sad to relate, but 
such is human gratitude, 
that this man who helped 
uncover the rich pay dirt 
of divorce for Reno and 
Nevada, who helped im
measurably to make the 
town what it is today-as 
all Reno lawyers freely ad· 
mit- was subsequently dis
ciplined by his peers for the 
type of advertising he used. 

the Peer for Bigamy. In a Blaze of Interna
tional Publicity t he Reno Bonanza Was On. 

T HE first Countess Russell was enraged over 
her husband's Nevada divorce and remarriage 

when she heard o! both. She immediately started 
divorce proceedings against her erstwhile husband 
in London. There were immediate hints that t he 
Earl would be prosecuted for bigamy. 

The British sent an assistant di
rector of public prosecution to Reno 
to investigate. He not only returned 
to England with a trunkful of affi
davits, but with Judge Curler. The 
Nevada jurist had been subpoenaed 
by British courts to testify that he 
had tied the ;narital knot for the Earl 
and Mollie as tightly as is the custom 
in Nevada. 

0, mores! 0 tempores! As Judge 
Curler recounts today the story of 
the subsequent prosecution of Earl 
Russell incident to his pioneering 
Nevada divorce and remarriage it 
unreels like a tale of medieval witch
burning. 

utes deliberation, threw the book at Russell and 
sentenced the titled defendant to three months 
durance vile as a miscreant. 

While His Lordship languished in the cooler , 
the first Countess Russell obtained a British di
vorce. Once released from jail, Rus!lell lost little 
time in remarrying Mollie. 

While all this was going on, the English-speak
ing world was regaled daily with 
front page stories concerning the 
Earl and his Nevada divorce. The 
state saw the opportunities. But she 
was only dimly aware that she had 
struck gold again. Verily and in 
truth, another and continuous Gold 
Rush was getting under way. 

As for the Earl, eventually, in 
1911, George V granted him a free 
pardon for his misbehaviors on Ne
vada soil. 

It would be nice to record that the 
Earl and his dearly-won bride lived 
happily ever after. But the truth is 
that Mollie divorced him in 1915-
but not in Reno!- and both subse
quently remarried. 

However, a part of the story ends, 
as it began, in America. On the death 
of Earl Russell, several years ago, 
his title descended to his philosopher 
brother, Bertrand Arthur William 

After Judge Curler had testified 
in preliminary hearings in London's 
famed Bow Street police station in 
the summer of 1901, the case was 
ordered removed for trial in the 
House of Lords, the first trial o.f one 
of their own in the House in 150 
years. His peers would pass judg
ment on His Lordship, by now 
charged with the crime of bigamy. 

Ex-Judge Ben F. Curler, Russell, who has set up his residence 
Now a Divorce Defendant in the United States. 

Himself As for the Corey case, it is un· 

The trial was opened by Edward 
Nevada's frontier judge was one of 
most interested spectators. 

• doubtedly responsible for Reno's most 
persistent legend: that all wives are 

VII. And forced to Reno by heartless husbands who plan to 
the trial's marry a younger cupcake. 

Such was the Age of Innocence in which all this 
took place that Earl Russell on July 18, 1901, 
pleaded guilty to bigamy and threw himself on the 
mercy of his peers. They, in turn, after 20 min-

In 1905, Laura B. Corey, of Pittsburgh, estab
lished residence in Reno to divorce her husband, 
William Ellis Corey, a power in the steel industry 
and former president of the U. S. Steel Corp. He 
wanted to marry an actress, Mabelle Gilman, and 

eventually did. At that time, 
divorce was still a social phe
nomenon, and the case created 
an international sensation. 

As usual, Reno p r o f i t e d 
mightly as she has since continued to profit hand· 
somely from the sensational divorce cases that 
keep her continually on the front pages and in 
the headlines. 

Reno, as the nation, sided with Mrs. Corey. 
But business before pleasure here; cents before 

sentiment. Mrs. . Corey got the divorce Corey , 
wanted. And the divorce started the general stam
pede into the great open spaces of Nevada where 
divorce, the nation now knew, was easy and 
practically painless. 

ONE of Reno's best legends is about the hideous 
trick of fate by which Mrs. Corey was almost 

cheated of her divorce. 
The fundamental basis of Reno divorce is the 

courtroom oath that the plaintiff intends to make 
Nevada his or her permanent residence. 

Like all divorcees, Mrs. Corey planned to scram 
by auto as soon as her decree was granted. She 
instructed her chauffeur to meet 
her in Salt Lake City. 

Unfortunately, the judge before 
whom her case was to be tried was 
driving near Reno and had a blow
out. The next car down the road 
was Mrs. Corey's. Her innocent 
chauffeur told the judge of Mrs. 
Corey's plans. 

But when the case was called, 
the judge figuratively "listened the 
other way" and Mrs. Corey got 
her decree. 

For his advertisements, 
which were luring to Reno an ever richer and 
larger crop of clients and which were helping to 
fill the pockets of his peers no less than his own,., 
Schnitzer was suspended by the Bar Association 
from practice for eight months. That was away 
back in 1911. 

In the heroic pattern of almost aU true pioneers 
in a new field, Schnitzer-alas-paid the price of 
bigotry! Now Reno's attorneys pay tribute to him. 

But there is not so much as a bronze plaque to 
his memory in the Washoe County Courthouse. 
Reno lives at the top of the pot on the profits 
which he started rolling into its kitty_ Unless some 
public spirited citizen gets up a fund to memorialize 
him, Schnitzer will be Reno's Forgotten Man. 

Next week 1\liss Robb \\i lJ tell the effects of 
poverty and pro<>perity on the rate of divorces 
granted by the Reno courts. .,. 

If either Nevada or Reno had an 
ounce of gratitude in their combined 
systems, either or both would long 
since have erected a monument
preferably of solid brass-to W. H. 
Schnitzer. He takes his place right-

Luxurious Dude Ranches Pa·ovlde All the Comforts of Parl' 
Avenue to the :.uarltally )laladjusted in the Chips. 
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