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Mary Pickford's Divorce 
by Jerome E. Edwards 

PATRICK A. MCCARRAN , Senatorfrom Nevada from 1933 to 1954, had a 
long and illustrious career as an attorney before his election to Congress. 
In criminal cases he posted an unusually effective record. The Ne vada 
State Journal in 1911 pointed out, for example , that attorney McCarran 
had the reputation " sometimes claimed by surgeons of never sending a 
man to the cemetery."] If you were in ajam, McCarran was the man to 
call for help. His logical and precise command of the facts in a case and 
his emotional , tlamboyant oratorical style combined to make him an 
exceptionally formidable adversary in the courtroom . 

McCarran's most famous case came in 1920 when he represented 
" America's Sweetheart," film actress Mary Pickford in her divorce 
action from Owen Moore. This case not only created a public sensation 
but also raised some important and disturbing legal issues. Miss 
Pickford's divorce in Nevada had several unique and peculiar aspects 
which at first glance appeared to violate both the letter and the spirit of 
the state divorce law. But McCarran skillfully discovered a loophole in 
the law large enough to shepherd the popular Miss Pickford through her 
divorce travail , at least five months sooner than might have been the case 
with less wealthy or famous clients. 

Mary Pickford , born in 1893, was by 1920 America' s most popular film 
actress. In films such as "Tess of the Storm Country," "Rebecca of 
Sunnybrook Farm, " " A Poor Little Rich Girl ," and " Polyanna" she 
entertained audiences by playing sweet , juvenile roles despite her matu
rity. In fact, audiences would not allow" Little Mary" to grow up until 
she was in her mid-thirties. The public in 1920 still had an image of Miss 
Pickford as being a little girl , with all the innocence that this entailed. 

Mary Pickford married Owen Moore, also a film actor, in 1911. After a 
stormy marriage he deserted her. Miss Pickford moved to a Douglas 
County, Nevada ranch on February IS, 1920. Moore , ostensibly by 
coincidence, went to Virginia City the latter part of the same month to 
make a film, and also, seemingly by chance, entered Douglas County, 
where he "just happened" to be served papers notifying him that his wife 

Jerome E. Edwards is an Associate Professor in the History Department of the University 
of Nevada, Reno . He received his Ph .D. from the University of Chicago , and is the author 
of The ForeiRn Policy of Co!. McCormick 's Tribune, 1929 -1941 . Dr. Edwards is currently 
working on a biography of Senator Patrick McCarran . 
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was seeking a divorce. On March 2, after a residence of merely 16 days, 
Miss Pickford entered the District Court in Minden, the Douglas County 
seat, and, represented by McCarran, immediately secured a divorce. The 
reader will note that in 1920 Nevada had a six-month residency require
ment for divorce on its statute books. 

The court record revealed the following testimony: 
Q. (Judge Frank P. Langan) And you have given up Los Angeles as 

your residence and your permanent residence is Genoa, Douglas 
County, Nevada? 

A. (Pickford) Until I regain my health, and this will be my home. 
Q. Do I understand that you have come into this state in good faith, 

seeking health and nothing else? 
A. Yes, sir. 
Q. That you have not come into the State of Nevada for the purpose 

of instituting divorce proceedings? 
A. No, sir. 
Q. That is absolutely so? 
A. Absolutely so. 
BY THE COURT (Judge Langan) 

I think I have gone into this question pretty thoroughly. I feel that I 
should do so in all of these matters in view of the fact that our 
statute requires a six month residence, therefore we should look 
into these matters thoroughly. 

• • • 
Q. (Judge Langan) Have you ever directly or indirectly had any 

understanding with Mr. Moore, that you should come in the State 
of Nevada, and after being here that he should come into this state 
and that you would institute divorce proceedings and have him 
served with papers? 

A. No, sir,2 
Miss Pickford testified in this hearing under her legal name, Gladys 

Moore. It is not clear whether Judge Langan realized she was the famous 
motion picture actress. Receiving her divorce that very day from the 
compliant judge, Miss Pickford forsook her "permanent" home of 
Nevada by taking the train out of Reno the following morning. Later the 
same month she married Douglas Fairbanks, perhaps foolishly, because 
she stood a good chance of being charged with bigamy. 3 All of these 
events of course received the breathless attention of newspapers all over 
the nation. 

The reason for Miss Pickford's ability to receive a divorce after only a 
sixteen-day residency lay in the peculiar wording, certainly intentional, 
of the 1915 Nevada Divorce law. McCarran later boasted he had had a 
hand in the law's wording. 4 The key section reads as follows: 

Divorce from the bonds of matrimony may be obtained, by 
complaint under oath, to the district court of the county in which 
the cause therefor shall have accrued, or in which the defendant 
shall reside or be found, or in which the plaintiff shall reside, if 
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the latter be either the county in which the parties last cohabited, 
or in which the plaintiff shall have resided six months before suit 
be brought, ... 5 

On a first reading of the statute , it might appear that the law requires a 
six month residency in Nevada for a person to qualify for divorce, but 
actually this was not necessary in all cases. The Pickford divorce, al
though bizarre, was perfectly legal. One need only look at the statute's 
punctuation to realize that one could just as easily obtain a divorce if the 
defendant "shall reside or be found in a county," as if a " plaintifl shall 
have resided six months before suit be brought. " (Italics added .) One 
condition does not depend upon the other; each is an independent clause 
in the statute. The fact that the defendant (Owen Moore) was "found" in 
the county where Miss Pickford brought suit gave legality to the whole 
transaction. For that matter, Miss Pickford did not have to reside in 
Nevada at all - and neither did Moore . Nevada' s supposed six month 
residency requirement was a travesty, and McCarran's interpretation 
that under certain conditions the state had no residency requirement at all 
was surely true. 

There are, however, other disturbing problems in connection with 
Miss Pickford' s divorce. The facts that Owen Moore was so conveniently 
on hand when needed, that Miss Pickford sued for divorce only sixteen 
days after establishing residency, and that she immediately left the state 
and married Fairbanks strongly suggests that much of the actress's 
testimony in court was fraudulent. Despite her sworn statement, the 
divorce appears to have been planned between her and Owen Moore 
from the beginning, and McCarran must have been a party to the decep
tion. 

Miss Pickford never gave a finer performance. In her autobiography, 
she portrays herself as intensely hurt, sinctire, and even implied she 
stayed in Nevada the full six months.6 Moreover, contemporary news
paper accounts testify that she wept on the witness stand while describ
ing the ordeal of her marriage. The usually non-sensational Reno Evening 
Gazette emblazoned, day after day , in eight column headlines, the heart
aches of "Little Mary." In actuality , the evidence is that lawyer and 
client shrewdly conceived and carried out their plan, although McCarran 
chanced losing his professional reputation and Miss Pickford risked a 
bigamy charge through her marriage to Fairbanks. 

As it was many Nevada attorneys professed to be shocked. The 
Washoe County Bar Association, for example, passed a resolution ask
ing the state Attorney General to investigate the Pickford divorce in order 
to set the decree aside (this after "Little Mary" had already remarried). 
In a dramatic plea, however, Gray Mashburn, McCarran's law partner 
and later Attorney General of Nevada, persuaded the Bar Association to 
rescind the resolution. Mashburn ' s contention was that the resolution 
"was a reflection on the honesty of the firm." Concerning the allegedly 
fraudulent testimony of Miss Pickford that she would be a "permanent" 
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resident, Mashburn argued that the" same situation existed in practically 
all the other divorce cases tried here in this court. " 7 

But Governor Emmett Boyle, McCarran's enemy within the Democra
tic Party, pursued the matter. Newspapers quoted the Governor as saying 
that the Pickford case represented " such a palpable fraud that the people 
think an effort was made to make a joke of the state ' s judiciary."8 
McCarran vehemently replied that he had himself helped to write the law 
as a Nevada Supreme Court justice. "My career stands behind that 
decree ," he thundered, "I am ready to back it with everything there is in 
me. " 9 More ominously, the Attorney General of Nevada, Leonard B. 
Fowler, like Boyle a Democratic office-holder with little love for McCar
ran, was concerned about the state's reputation and also about the 
validity of Nevada divorces elsewhere. He therefore appealed the di
vorce deci sion in the courts. This slap at McCarran' s professional reputa
tion demonstrated the antipathy that state Democratic officials had to
ward the Reno attorney. 10 

Attorney General Fowler devised a double-barrelled argument. In his 
Supreme Court presentation, he contended that first , "the state is vitally 
interested in the marriage relation . .. the relation affects society as a 
whole." Basically he implied that Nevada should police the implementa
tion of its divorce laws or stand disgraced before the Union . Secondly 
Fowler argued that the court record obviously demonstrated fraud and 
perjury. 

"The present situation is stronger as inducing sovereign inter
vention, as there subsists in the record the added element of 
subjects of a foreignjurisdiction, in defiance of state sovereignty, 
entering into and consummating a fraudulent plan, scheme and 
undertaking, through fal se testimony, deceit and imposition 
upon a court of record . I I 

McCarran 's brief did not explicitly deny fraud. He argued that the 
Attorney General lacked jurisdiction in a divorce case. "In general the 
party aggrieved by a decree of divorce is the only party who can attack it 
in any way . .. . The attorney-general has no power, authority, or right to 
intervene in an action for divorce , nor to bring an independent action to 
set aside a decree of divorce granted by a court of the state." Further
more, McCarran argued , because of the wording of the 1915 law, the 
transaction was perfectly legal. "If the suit was brought in the county 
where the defendant resided or was found, the length of residence of the 
plaintiff was likewise immaterial." 12 

The Nevada Supreme Court followed McCarran's argument, and de
cided that the Attorney General had no jurisdiction over this particular 
matter. The Court admitted the possibility offraud - " Be that as it may, 
we cannot legislate a remedy." 

In the best circumstances, justice will sometimes miscarry, but 
this is not peculiar to divorce cases, and it will not do to resort to 
unauthorized measures to redress legal misfortunes or wrongs. It 
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would not be desirable, in order to get rid of some unjust judg
ments, to destroy the force of judgments generally, and allow 
them to be attacked by third parties where the legal rules which 
have been established to determine their effect have not permit
tedY 

However, the loophole in the law was subsequently changed and 
applicants for a divorce in Nevada thereafter had to live up to the 
residency requirements. 14 

Two months following the Pickford divorce, McCarran bought the 
imposing Lewis A. Gibbons mansion from Mrs. Gibbons after her hus
band's death. Built in 1913 on Reno's Court Street, the home was situated 
on a small bluff overlooking Wingfield Park and the Truckee River. IS The 
rumor soon floated in Reno, and never has really died, that this house was 
McCarran's fee from Mary Pickford; indeed, some stories say that the 
actress had lived there prior to her divorce. This gossip gained national 
prominence when a Saturday Evening Post story in 1937 declared, 
"Mary Pickford gave Reno its best ad when she established residence 
and bought a house there in 1920 to divorce Owen Moore. When she left 
she gave the house to her lawyer. It is the home today of United States 
Senator Pat McCarran. He was her lawyer." 16 

The then Senator McCarran fired off an emphatic denial to the Satur-
day Evening Post, a letter which was never published by the magazine: 

... Mary Pickford never lived in Reno. Mary Pickford never 
owned nor possessed nor occupied a house in Reno. Mary 
Pickford never secured a decree of divorce, nor did she ever 
apply for a decree of divorce in Reno. Mary Pickford did not give 
her lawyer her house or any other house located either in Reno or 
any other place in Nevada. 

The home in which I live and in which my family and I have 
lived since 1921 never belonged to Miss Pickford; neither did she 
ever see the place, nor did she ever give it to me or anyone else, 
nor did she have anything to do with the same whatsoever, nor 
did she ever contribute to any of the purchase price of the same. I 
purchased the home and property from the original owner and 
builder .... 

The records in the County Recorder's office in Reno, the 
county seat of Washoe County, will bear out and confirm every 
statement I have made here. 17 

The documents in the Washoe County Recorder's office do indeed 
bear out McCarran's contention. The transaction of sale was, according 
to the official courthouse records and documents filed in the McCarran 
papers, simply between Mrs. Gibbons and the McCarrans. The McCar
rans had to acquire a substantial mortgage in order to complete the 
$35,000 transaction. IS 

The timing of the purchase, however, is intriguing, coming as it did 
only two months after Mary Pickford's divorce. McCarran had previ
ously been chronically strapped for money and now he was buying one of 
the choicest mansions in Reno. Undoubtedly the lawyer received an 
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adequate fee from the wealthy motion picture actress for his efforts on 
her behalf, certainly enough to help swing the real-estate transaction. The 
connection apparently is no more direct than that. Still , the Pickford 
divorce case long titillated attorneys, the state, and the nation with its 
,notoriety and unfounded rumors. 
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