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This thesis examines divorce image that developed in
Nevada from 1900 to 1939.

An explanation of the topics and

·questions to be studied is followed by a history of divorce
in general and in Nevada specifically.

The image is

scrutinized from both an outside and an inside point of
view through contemporary fiction and non-fiction
publications. The survey of the business realities of
divorce provide an understanding of the existence of
divorce colonies in Nevada. A look at the reasons for
national response to the divorce colonies in Nevada put the
controversy into prospective and help explain the
conclusions reached.
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Introduction
My wife and I don't get along, we simply fight and fight
I married her to win a bet, it really serves me right,
The love she once declared was mine has simply turned to
hate
So I've made up my mind to visit old Nevada state. 1
Apparently heeding the advice of the song as it
scratched along on the Victrola, multitudes of the
miserably wed made up their minds "to visit old Nevada
state."

By train, on the "Divorcee Special," arriving in

town at noon; later by car over the Victory highway; and
eventually by airplane, the unhappily mated made their way
to the Silver State.

Divorce was granted in all counties

after residency requirements were satisfied. It was,
however, to Washoe county and Reno, in particular, that
they came to take "the cure," be "Renovated," and assume
the label of "six-weekers" bestowed by the locals, all in
the name of relief for unhappy marriages.
Max Miller referred to Reno as the "national clinic
for wrecked domestic nerves. 112

Other comments about

divorce in Reno and Nevada have run the gamut from admiring
of the state's social advancement to critical of its money

1

Excerpt from "I'm On My Way To Reno," sung by Billy Murray on
Victor Record, circa 1910. Lyrics courtesy of Dr. Russell Elliott.
2

Max Mlller, Reno, {New York, 1941), 1.
1

grubbing tolerance, even encouragement, of vice for pay.
Years after divorce as an industry has become
insignificant, Nevada and divorce are still commonly
linked, often mentioned in the same breath.
In reading the books, magazines and newspapers of the
period, listening to hearsay and gossip, people, both in
and out of Nevada, formed opinions about the state and its
residents.

The perception and visualization of Nevada and

her residents, both temporary and permanent, the
associations made of Nevada with divorce, the description
of the state to others, the impression formed when visiting
or reading about the state--all of this is the image of
Nevada.

What precisely was the image of the Silver State

and its controversial marital industry?

Was the image a

single impression or was it multi-faceted?
image emerge?

How did that

What was the reality of divorce as an

industry or business in Nevada?

Why did anyone care enough

about what was happening in this relatively unimportant,
certainly least populous of the states of the union, to
form an opinion?

How did the permanent residents of Nevada

regard the issue of divorce, particularly migratory
divorce?
These are the questions to be addressed and answered
in this examination of Nevada's image and the business of
divorce.

A discussion of the history of divorce in the

United States in general and Nevada more specifically will
2

serve as background for the appraisal of image and reality
of the industry.

Primary and secondary historical works,

contemporary newspapers, magazines, cartoons, photographs,
and books provide the sources for determination of that
image, both from a national and a local perspective.
After the image is determined and discussed, the
business of divorce will be discussed.

Documentation of

the economic contribution of divorce to Nevada is not
plentiful, but most writers discussing the subject had an
impression of its relative importance.

Their accounts are

suggestive of its impact.
To put the whole issue of divorce image into
perspective, the question must be posed, "Why the fuss?"
Why did anyone outside Nevada, or not directly involved in
the business of divorce, care about the end to the
marriages of strangers?

What was happening on a national

level over the decades within the scope of this discussion
to generate such interest and, at times, strong opinions
and emotions?

The years between the end of the Civil War

and World War II were a tumultuous and frenetic period in
American history.

Society in general and the family unit

in particular were undergoing swift and significant change,
change that could be perceived as threatening.

This social

upheaval is in large part responsible for the conservative,
at times reactionary, response of many observers to the
rising divorce rate and Nevada's role in the severing of
3

marital bonds.
Not everything that has been written about divorce in
Nevada is included in this survey of the industry and no
attempt was made to make this work in any way
comprehensive.

Rather, representative works were chosen to

convey an impression, and to illustrate the image that was
developed and perpetuated, both deliberately and
inadvertently, about the industry of divorce in Nevada.
There is a significant body of fictional material about
Nevada divorce, both in print and on film, but most of that
material came after the dates under examination in this
work.

The fact that Reno divorce was such a familiar topic

long after the business itself had settled into a steady
but not booming part of Nevada's economy illustrates the
popularity of the image that had developed; an image that
was perpetuated and expanded long after the reality had
faded.
Divorce is an interesting, colorful, and important
part of Nevada's history.

It was a controversial issue

that drew criticism and to a lesser extent, approbation;
but there were very definite financial benefits.

It could

be viewed as the Silver State's first foray into promoting
vice for profit, a successful experiment that was outshone
by legalized gambling.

4

Divorce History in the U. S. and Nevada

Easy divorce is a bane to any nation; it is a curse to
society and a menace to the home, an incitement to
married unhappiness; an evil thing for men and a still
more hideous thing for women.
-- Teddy Roosevelt, 1906 3
Divorce is not a modern phenomena and laws governing
marital ties can be clearly traced back to the Code of
Hammurabi in 1750 B.C., when divorces were apparently not
uncommon. 4

Divorce in the Western world has almost always

been possible, at least in some form and for certain
segments of society, though extremely difficult to gain and
rare until the nineteenth century.

Even Napoleon at the

height of his power had to break his own laws and
circumvent the Pope of Rome to divorce a barren Josephine
and provide a legitimate heir for his empire. 5

Some

attempts to unknot matrimonial bonds were more spectacular,
with greater impact on the world in general than others;
Henry VIII of England is probably the premier example of a
world turned upside down to satisfy a man's efforts to end

3

From a Presidential message to Congress, 1906.
Quoted in
Alfred Cahen, Statistical Analysis of Ameri~an Divorce, (New York,
1932)' 93.
4

Sheila Kessler, The American Way of Divorce:
for Change, (Chicago,1975), 150.
5

Prescriptions

Roderick Phillips, Putting Asunder: A History of Divorce in
Western Society, (Cambridge, 1988), 187-8.
5

a misalliance.
In the absence of a readily achieved end to marriage,
couples developed other solutions over time to deal with
failed unions.

Several types of extralegal or informal

methods, often referred to as "popular" or "customary"
divorce, developed over time and came to be socially, if
not legally, acceptable alternatives to divorce in the
early modern period in Europe and the first two centuries
of American settlement.

Some types of marriage were

informal, sanctioned by custom rather than by the church or
by the legal process, and more easily dissolved than
others; in regions of Wales, England and America a "besom"
marriage, as an example, was rather simply contracted by
jumping over a broom and could be as easily undone by
reversing the procedure by having the couple jumping over
the broom backwards.

A similar ceremony was part of some

American slave cultures.
Although it was at times and in some places illegal,
the simplest, and probably most common, resolution was for
couples to separate by mutual consent.

This could be done

either formally, through the legal system, or informally,
by just taking leave.

Desertion, also known as poor man's

divorce6 , was another option, and later, frequently a legal
ground for divorce.

6

With both separation and desertion it

Cahen, 16.
6

was possible to leave one area, move to another, and, in
some instances, enter into another "marriage," albeit a
bigamous relationship.

This was not an uncommon occurrence

in Europe and later on the American frontier.

It was also

not unknown for communities to countenance remarriage by an
abandoned spouse, obviously a bigamous union, for economic
reasons.

It was cheaper to have another mate, usually a

husband, support a family than to have local charity assume
the responsibility.
The sale of an unhappy wife was possible, though not
routine, in England and was a form of popular divorce.
Although the selling of troublesome wives dates back to the
eleventh century, it was most common in the mid-eighteenth
and mid-nineteenth centuries.

In France, lettres de cachet

de famille, which was an arrest warrant, could be used to
dispose of an unwanted spouse, along the same lines as
removal of political opponents.

More drastic and

definitely more permanent measures to escape an unhappy
relationship were spousal murder and suicide; although
rare, both means were occasionally used.

Murder of a

spouse was rather risky, as the punishment if caught was
most often execution, routinely by hanging or burning.
Prayer for deliverance was used, usually by women.

In

fourteenth-century Flanders a cult had developed around St.
Wilgefortis, the virgin daughter of the King of Portugal,
was crucified by her father when she refused to marry the
7

king of Sicily, his candidate for son-in-law.

Wilgefortis

had grown a mustache and beard to insure her fiance's
repugnance and had incurred her father's wrath.

After her

martyrdom she became the patron saint of those who prayed
to be unencumbered; prayer and oats were offered inducement
to rid the supplicant of her partner although the details
of the husband's removal are not clear. 7
Divorce in America had its initial legal basis in
strict English law, which the first settlers brought with
them.

The Anglican Church opposed divorce and was a

powerful foe, but an end to marriage could be obtained in
England by a private act of Parliament.

Such divorces were

lengthy, expensive and rare8 and it was the wealthy and
influential who were granted divorces by Parliament.

In

contrast, several of the colonies legalized divorce in the
1600s.

The Puritans "were . . . likely to occupy the

prodivorce end of the spectrum • • .

119

and regarded

7

Phillips, chapter 8. Much of the background information on
divorce in the United States used in this thesis is taken from this
text.
A recent publication, Phillips has very methodically,
clearly and in great detail documented divorce in western society.
Nelson Manfred Blake, The Road to Reno, and William L. O'Neill,
Divorce in the Progressive Era, are both good sources but Phillips
is generally more complete and more current.
8

Between 1670 and 1857 only 325 parliamentary divorces were
granted. English divorce law was reformed in 1859 and the number
of divorces increased dramatically but divorce was still expensive
and difficult; England had one of the lowest rates in the West in
the 19th century.
9

Phillips, 134.
8

marriage as a civil matter rather than a sacrament; this
colored their view of divorce.

Generally, American divorce

policy "fell somewhere in the vast middle range that
separated the very limited English divorce facilities and
the libertarian law of revolutionary France. 1110
Divorce laws did differ among the various colonies.
New England was somewhat liberal, at least in the context
of the times;

Massachusetts granted divorce on the grounds

of adultery, bigamy, desertion, impotence and affinity 11 •
The southern colonies generally stayed closer to the laws
of England and the influence of the Anglican church. 12

The

middle colonies, influenced by both New England and the
southern colonies, were split on the issue of divorce.
After obtaining independence "the former colonies were
free to revise or create their own marriage and divorce
laws.

The trend was decidedly in the direction of liberal-

ization and, in particular, toward civil control over
divorce.

10

Again the North and South took separate

Phillips, 241.

11

Affinity refers to a relationship by marriage that would
preclude an alliance between relatives by marriage; for example,
a man would be forbidden to marry his sister-in-law.
Affinity
could also be attained by sexual intercourse so that a person would
not be able to .marry family .members of the person with whom a
sexual relationship had been established. Phillips, 6.
12

Nelson Manfred Blake, The Road to Reno, (Westport, 1962), 34-

41.
9

routes.

1113

New England was the most liberal overall, the

middle states somewhat less lenient, and the South retained
its more stringent code.

New York granted divorces only

for adultery, a law that prevailed from its inception in
1787 until it was finally liberalized--in 1967. 14

South

carolina granted no divorce under any circumstances; it had
no divorce statute on the books until 1872, but that was
repealed in 1878. 15

About divorce in that southern state

it has been written, obviously by a South Carolinian,
"There never has been a divorce in South Carolina-province, colony or State--except during the Reconstruction
period after the war between the States, under the
government of strangers, adventurers, and negroes, upheld
by Federal bayonets. 1116

South Carolina successfully

resisted change well into the twentieth century finally
succumbing after a long and bitter struggle in 1949. 17
The specifics of divorce law and requirements had been
left up to the individual states and there was no uniformity although there were similarities in various
regions.

In general, there were three distinct concepts

13

Lynne Carol Halem, Divorce Reform:
Perspectives, (New York, 1980), 18.
14

Phillips, 569.

15

Phillips, 445.

16

Blake, 234.

17

Blake, 236.
10

Changing Legal and Social

underlying divorce law:
Annulment merely invalidates or nullifies
a marriage which is for some cause deemed
voidable. Divorce dissolves an admittedly
valid marriage contract. Two types of
divorce have been common: an absolute and
complete dissolution (divorce a vinculo
matrimonii) and a limited dissolution or
legal separation from bed and board (divorce
a mensa et thoro).
In the latter instance
remarriage is not possible. 18
The form in which divorce was granted varied, too,
from state to state.

Some states granted legislative

divorces through specific laws created for that sole
purpose and individual case; other states granted divorce
only through the courts.

Further, "grounds for divorce

have likewise shown little consistency in the separate
jurisdictions.

Each state has determined what circum-

stances would justify the termination of a marriage. 1119
Phillips notes that "the United States of America
assumes particular importance in the history of divorce in
the nineteenth century.

Between 1850 and 1900 American

divorce began to increase . .

. One result was that America

gained notoriety as a country of unstable institutions and
declining morals

11 20

The nineteenth century was a

period of general liberalization of divorce law, although

18

Richard Wires, The Divorce Issue and Reform in NineteenthCentury Indiana, 3.
19

Ibid.

20

Phillips, 439.
11

many states lengthened their residency requirements to
deter migratory divorce.

Errors were sometimes made in

writing divorce law that created loopholes through which
the unhappily wed could obtain divorces more quickly or
more easily than the legislators intended.

Using omnibus

clauses the judge could grant divorce for any reason that
he accepted as valid.

"At one time during the early period

[the years immediately after the Civil War] eight states
permitted divorce by the famous omnibus clause .

11

21

With the existence of these liberal statutes and legal
intricacies, Nevada was not by any means the first divorce
colony.
Connecticut was one of the earliest divorce havens.
Its divorce law dating from the colonial period was fairly
liberal and was subject to criticism from conservatives and
a vocal Congregationalist church.

In order to avoid

becoming a target for migratory divorce, particularly when
New York passed its restrictive divorce statute, in 1797
Connecticut added a three-year residency requirement to its
own statute. 22

Even that was not .enough to soothe the

sensibilities - of the moralists of the day.

In 1816,

Yale's President Timothy Dwight, in a jeremiad with which
his forbears would have been comfortable one hundred fifty

21

cahen, 84.

22

Phillips, 441.
12

years before, lambasted the governor and legislators:
From these facts, (about a reported 20,000
divorces granted in France during the years
of the Revolution] as well as from the nature
of the case, it is clearly evident, that the
progress of Divorce, though different in different countries, will, in all, be dreadful
beyond conception. Within a moderate period,
the whole community will be thrown, by laws
made in open opposition to the Laws of God,
into a great prostitution. No difference
exists between this prostitution, and that
which customarily bears the name, except that
the one is licensed, the other is unlicensed,
by man. To the Eye of God, those who are polluted in each of these modes are alike, and
equally impure, loathsome, abandoned wretches;
and the offspring of Sodom and Gomorrah. They
are divorced and undivorced, adulterers and
adulteresses; of whom the Spirit of Truth hath
said that not one of them shall enter into kingdom of God. Over such a country, a virtuous man,
if such an (sic] one be found, will search in
vain, to find a virtuous wife. Wherever he wanders, nothing will meet his eye, but stalking,
barefaced pollution. The realm around him has
become one vast Brotheli one great province of
the World of Perdition. 3
Dwight was representative of a conservative faction
opposed to the tendency toward liberalization of divorce
law.

Some anti-divorce thinkers were against divorce for

any reason but Dwight, Congregationalist minister Benjamin
Trumbull, and others acknowledged that divorce would be
permissible on grounds of adultery.

The arguments were not

new; theologians had been arguing since the Reformation.
The Catholic church had forbidden divorce completely but
the Protestant church allowed divorce for adultery

nQuoted in Blake, 59.
13

(although only the innocent partner could remarry) and in
some cases for desertion.~
The nineteenth century debate of the divorce issue was
concerned with morality but an even more serious worry was
the belief that the family was in peril.

Marriage and the

family were .understood to be the basic structure upon which
society was built, the "mainstay of the community."
Marriage was an important instrument for social control,
providing an outlet for the baser human instincts, reducing
the desire and opportunity for prostitution and adultery,
and as a result, helping to maintain the moral purity of
the community.

Statistics on divorce were not available

but the general perception was that divorce was
increasingly common.

Dwight and like thinkers reasoned

that "only through a reaffirmation of the family could
society be returned to a state of tranquillity and purity .
. • and viewed the suppression of divorce as a triumph for
society."

Dwight believed that "the evil of divorce had

been contained in earlier times by religion . • • but 'at
the present time, the progress of this evil is alarming and
terrible. ' 1125

The warnings continued to come from the

pulpit and the Christian church was a strong opponent to
divorce reform but the liberal trend toward divorce

24

Halem, 11.

25

Halem, 13, 10, 22; Phillips, 441.
14

continued.
Indiana became a divorce colony in the 1850s.

In that

period divorce was neither "socially accepted nor statistically common," but Indiana had a liberal divorce statute
and state courts described as lax with the result that "for
more than two decades the state possessed an unenviable
reputation as a jurisdiction of easy and ready divorce. " 26
Indiana's constitution was rewritten in 1851, and the
previous divorce statute was retained basically unaltered,
although legislative divorce was outlawed.

The state's

relatively liberal grounds were preserved27 , and an
additional ground, habitual drunkenness, was approved,
supported by Robert Dale owen, state legislator, educator
and son of the Utopian socialist, Robert owen.

Owen's

involvement would result in a very public exchange of words
with Horace Greeley.
Residency requirements in Indiana, in combination with
generous grounds and an omnibus clause, provided the lure
for migratory divorce.

Migratory divorce refers to the

26.. ••

-w1res, 1.

27

Indiana's 1852 law was basically the same as laws dating from
1831 and recognized seven grounds for divorce: "adultery except
were there was connivance, consent or mutuality, impotency,
'abandonment for one year, or for a less period if the court shall
be satisfied that reconciliation is improbable,' cruel treatment,
habitual drunkenness of either party or failure of the husband to
provide for the family, conviction of an infamous crime, and 'any
other cause for which the court shall deem it proper that the
divorce shall be granted,'" Wires, 11.
15

practice of leaving one's home state and establishing legal
residency in another to take advantage of
laws in order to obtain divorce.
several factors:

more liberal

Migration was prompted by

the impossibility of divorce in the home

state, strict or very restricted requirements that those
seeking divorce might not meet, or the protracted time
period involved in obtaining divorce.

Some restrictions on

remarriage prompted the move to another state to end a
marriage.
In Indiana no specific period of time was specified to
become a bona fide state resident and the individual could
present his own affidavit as evidence of residency.

Unless

challenged, each person determined for himself the status
of his· residence. 28

That was a rather unique and

attractive feature in the state's divorce law and, combined
with the liberal grounds, it was an attractive legal
package.
There are no reliable figures for divorces before the
1860s, so it is difficult to judge with accuracy the impact
of Indiana's liberal divorce laws and the subsequent
publicity it received in relation to migratory divorce.
Historian Richard Wires maintains, however, that "unquestionably the migratory divorce market accounts for the

a-w1res,
..
14.
16

relatively high rate of divorce in Indiana. " 29

After

analyzing numbers from an 1867-1886 divorce survey, in 1889
the Executive Secretary of the National Divorce Reform
League concluded that only about 3% of the total number of
divorces overall were a result of migration specifically to
obtain a divorce in a state with more liberal laws. 30

The

true rates are impossible to determine, but even if the
numbers are in doubt, it is well documented that people
carne to Indiana to end unhappy marriages.
One of the best sources of publicity for Indiana
attorneys eager to make their fame and fortune through the
divorce mill, carne from a series of editorials and letters
in the spring of 1860, between Horace Greeley of The New
York Daily Tribune and Robert Dale Owen.

Greeley's opening

sally, "The paradise of free-lovers is the state of
Indiana, where the lax principles of Robert Dale Owen, and
the utter want of principle of John Pettit (leading
revisers of the laws), combined to establish some years
since, a state of law which enables men or women to get
unmarried nearly at pleasure. 1131

There followed a response

by Owen and the men publicly debated in the newspaper for

29

Ibid.

30

sarnuel W. Dike, quoted by Alfred Cahen, Statistical Analysis
of American Divorce, (New York, 1932), 63.
31

1869)

1

Horace Greeley,

Recollections of a

571.

17

Busy Lif~,

(New York,

several weeks.

Greeley maintained that divorce was immoral

except for the reason allowed by Jesus Christ, adultery; he
did allow, however, that a woman in an unbearable marriage
should have the right to control her own earnings so she
could provide for herself and her children when a husband
would not.

Owen responded that he was only responsible for

one provision of the law but, in spite of that, he approved
of the law, having noted its practicality in action.

And

so the dialogue continued, with both participants citing
scripture and Christian theology as well as melodramatic
examples to support and illustrate their contentions.
Interesting reading though it may have been, particularly
to those desiring divorce, Owen and Greeley failed to shed
new light on the causes of the spiraling

u.s.

divorce rate

or to propose a workable solution to the problem.
Indiana did eventually alter its divorce law and
curtail the migratory divorce trade.

After efforts to

reform the offending statutes were abandoned during the
Civil War, attention once again focused on the
controversial divorce legislation.

Spurred on by the

higher than usual number of divorces that commonly follow a
war, and by Indiana's increasingly "objectionable" reputation, the divorce law of 1873 was aimed at

tough~ning

residency requirements and proof, correcting the most

18

"abused" grounds, and dropping the discretionary clause. 32
Even though Indiana had pulled the plug on quick, easy
divorce, it was not the last mecca for the broken home as
it had not been the first.

Pennsylvania, Ohio and Illinois

were all, at one time or another, targets for seekers ·Of
divorce to a certain extent.

Chicago had done a booming

business after the Civil War; Rhode Island, Iowa, and
Washington, D.C., shared the business to a lesser degree. 33
The divorce industry was gradually moving west as
people began to take advantage of the generally short
residency requirements and multiple, reasonable grounds.
The western states and territories were coming into the
union at a time when divorce laws in general were
liberalizing and that trend influenced divorce statutes.
Important, too, was the lack of tradition or precedent for
stricter requirements for divorce. 34

Some of the western

statutes were utilized by divorce seeking easterners who
went west, not to seek their fortune but to seek divorce.
Utah had a brief boom as a divorce mill, from 1875 to 1878,
but the legislature ended it by lengthening the residency
requirement and doing away with the omnibus clause. 35

32

Wires, 31.

33

Blake, chap. 9.

34

Phillips, 452.

35

Blake, 123.
19

The

Dakotas, however, were another story.
"Cheaper than a Dakota Divorce!"

reads the caption on

a cartoon in a 1905 Nevada newspaper36 illustrating
articles about storms on the sea of matrimony.

More

significantly, it illustrates the widespread association of
the Dakotas with divorce.

In the late nineteenth and early

twentieth centuries information of all sorts began to be
more broadly disseminated by the mass media of newspapers
and magazines.

Even those who had no personal interest in

knowing where quick divorce was available were thus aware
which cities or states in the nation could provide that
service.

The development of a divorce industry in the

Dakotas in the 1890s created a furor among reformists and
drew criticism from the pulpit, all of which was well
documented in the newspapers of the time.

The controversy

provided a good deal of free publicity for attorneys and
others who benefitted financially from the divorce industry
and kept the entire issue in the public eye.
"A Dakota Divorce" was a descriptive term that needed
no explanation, just as in the next few decades people
would make an automatic association with divorce when Reno
was mentioned, and "Renovation" would become a term that
needed no further elaboration.

"When Dakota placed the ban

on the Sioux Falls' divorce colony, someone discovered the

~Cartoon by Buel, in The Tonopah Daily Sun, July 16, 1905.
20

six-months clause in Nevada's law and hither flocked the
'worms that turn. ' 1137

Initially, however, divorce in

Nevada was not a business and the number of divorces
granted was not remarkable.
The first legislation in the Silver State dealing with
termination of marriages was passed by the territorial
legislature in 1861.

Nevada law permitted divorce to

persons residing in the state for six months and listed
seven allowable causes 38 which "seemed to serve all
domestic needs when administered with such judicial
elasticity as equitable courts and liberal Western jurists
could evolve. " 39

The territorial divorce law read as

follows:
Divorce from the bonds of matrimony, may be
obtained • • • for the following causes: First.
Impotency at the time of the marriage, continuing
to the time of the divorce. Second. Adultery
since the marriage, remaining unforgiven. Third.
Willful desertion of either party by the other,
for the space of two years.
Fourth. Conviction
of f~lony, or infamous crime. Fifth. Habitual
gross drunkenness, contracted since marriage, of
either . party, which shall incapacitate such party
from contributing his, or her share, to the support
of the family.
Sixth. Extreme cruelty in either
party. Seventh. Neglect of the husband for the
period of two years, to provide the common necessaries
of life, when such neglect is not the result of ·
poverty, on the part of the husband, which he could

37

Leslie Curtis, Reno Reveries (Reno, 1924), 55.

38

Laws of the Territory of Nevada, 1861, 97.

~Ingram and Ballard, 303.

21

not provide by ordinary industry. 40
The statute was modeled after legislation in California's
organic act of 1850 and was a modification of English
common law.
"Nevada's six-months residence requirement was not
made to favor matrimonial misfits, but to give citizenship
to prospectors and miners who wander about and seldom
remain a year in one place.

Consequently, Nevada, being a

young and thinly settled state, secured voters by
shortening the residence requirement. " 41

Divorces, of

course, were granted to Nevada residents and it is probable
that some journeyed to Nevada specifically to obtain a
divorce.

Divorces were mentioned in local newspapers and

the utilization of Nevada courts for divorce by California
couples was frequently noted.

In 1890, Nevada granted a

total of 55 divorces; in 1900 that number had dropped to

~

42 42 , but the total population of the state had decreased
by five thousand43 •

It is unlikely that the economic

impact of divorce was significant at that time, even had
all the divorces granted been migratory.

In 1900, 10 of

40

Laws of the Territory of Nevada, 1861, 97.

41

curtis, 55.

42

Special Reports of the Census Office: Marriage and Divorce,
1867-1906, (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1908), 3.
43

John L. Andriot, Ed., Ponulation Abstract of the United
States, Vol. I, (McLean, Virginia: Andriot Associates, 1983), 502.
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those divorces were in Storey county and 17 were in Washoe
County; that number of temporary residents would hardly
provide boom times for boarding houses and attorneys,
particularly in the more populous counties.
It was not until 1900 that Nevada had its first
"celebrity divorce," when the Second Earl Russell, an

v"'

English peer, chose Glenbrook as his residence while he
waited to obtain a divorce from Lady Russell.

He and the

future Lady Russell, Mollie Sommerfield, settled in Nevada
for the requisite six months and married soon after the
decree was granted in Douglas County.
Lord Russell's troubles were not over, however, and
when he and his bride returned to England, the first Lady
Russell filed her own divorce suit and charged her husband
with bigamy.

The Earl was arrested as he stepped from the

train in London and formally charged with contracting a
bigamous marriage in Reno. 44

The English courts refused to

recognize the Nevada divorce and Lord Russell spent three
months in Holloway Prison and had to wait for a British
divorce for Lady Russell before he could resume his
honeymoon with Mollie.

Unfortunately, the honeymoon didn't

last and Lord Russell and Mollie were divorced in 1913. 45
The Russell divorce and attendant publicity failed to

44

"Earl Russell Arrested," The Silver State, June 18, 1901,

45
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Phillip, I. Earl, The $300 cure: A Short History of Divorce
in Nevada, unpublished manuscript courtesy of Nevada State Library.
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start a rush to Nevada by those eager to avail themselves
of the state's lenient divorce codes.

Had Nevada been a

divorce colony at the time, the failure of English law to
recognize Nevada divorce might have discouraged the trade.
Having one's client convicted of bigamy and imprisoned
because a Nevada divorce is declared invalid is hardly the
type of publicity on which divorce attorneys build their
reputations or a profitable business.

The validity of

Nevada divorces in other states was a legal knot that
attorneys and clients would wrestle with for some time to
come.
In 1903, California passed a divorce law instituting a

vi

one year period before a final decree could be granted .

.

Noting this event in his discussion of Nevada divorce
history, Richard Lillard observed, "'once in a while
California legislates for Nevada.'"~

In 1900 the

population of California was approximately thirty-five
times larger than that of Nevada. 47

This represented a

sizable potential market for Nevada divorces if the
unhappily wed could only be informed of the opportunities
for divorce that were available in Nevada.
Reno's location on the transcontinental railroad was

a~

factor in the city's favor that contributed to the

~ichard G. Lillard, Desert Challenge:
Nevada, (Lincoln, Nebraska, 1942), 344.
47

compiled from Andriot, 62 and 502.
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An Interpretation of

development of the divorce business.

The availability of

transportation was probably a factor in Laura Corey's
decision to make Reno her home while obtaining a divorce
and it was an important choice for Reno's future.

The 1906

Corey case was the celebrity divorce that launched the Reno
colony and marked a turning point for divorce as a business
in Nevada.

Lillard has phrased it more succinctly, "after

the Corey case burst upon the breakfast tables of America,
rich and socially notable people started making
trek. " 48

th~

The Corey's marital ups and downs provided

material for newspapers all over the nation for months, and
because Laura Corey came to Reno to obtain a divorce,
Nevada figured prominently in those news accounts.
The Corey affair had all the ingredients for first
rate scandal:

wealthy, socially prominent, older

businessman leaves faithful wife of eighteen years for
beautiful young showgirl.

Add to this a bewildered but

brave young son and rifts in the extended Corey family over
the divorce and you have riveting reading for the American
public.
Laura and W. Ellis Corey had married young; Laura
raised their son, Allan, while Corey moved up through the
ranks pf business and eventually became the president of
United States Steel in 1903.

48

That same year, however,

Lillard, 344.
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~

Corey met another woman, an actress named Mabelle Gilman
and embarked on an increasingly public affair.

Mrs. Corey

apparently ignored Corey's escapades until May, 1905, when
he left Laura and departed for Europe with Mabelle in tow.
In December, friends of Mabelle Gilman announced that Miss
Gilman, who was resting in Florence after working long and
hard on vocal lessons in Paris, would marry Corey, "with
whom she has been quite friendly.

1149

Laura also took a trip, to Reno, where she announced
her intention to establish residency and seek a divorce but
there were reports of a reconciliation later in December.
Corey, using his father as mediator, offered his estranged
wife one million dollars as a Christmas gift along with the
promise to make their son his sole heir. 50

After initial

acceptance, the marital harmony apparently dissolved into
'

discord, and Laura Corey went back to Reno.
Laura and her sister-in-law, Corey's sister, who was
quite outspoken in her disapproval of Corey and his
unsuitability as a father, rented a house and settled in
for the required six months.

Laura became very involved

and active in Reno women's clubs, contributed to a relief
fund for the San Francisco earthquake victims and purchased
a mine in Douglas county.

49

Tonopah Daily Sun, December 15, 1905.

50

Tonopah Bonanza, December 30, 1905.
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In July, 1906 Laura Corey was granted a divorce and
custody of her son.

The newspapers, which had followed the

course of the breakup closely, vilified Corey and the
"actress" with whom he had taken

up~

and approved of the

dignity with which Mrs. Corey endured a distasteful end to
a long marriage and the humiliation inflicted by Corey and
his infatuation with another woman.

W. Ellis Corey did

marry Mabelle Gilman after he obtained his freedom, and
they remained in the news even after they settled into
wedded life.

News accounts speculated some months after

the marriage that Corey had wed Mabelle with the express
purpose of gaining access to society with a young and
beautiful wife.

When that plan seemed to be failing, there

was further speculation about his regrets in his second
marriage 51 •

If there were second thoughts, Corey was slow

to act upon them; he and Mabelle remained married until she
divorced him in 1923. 52
In the same year that the Corey divorce "put Nevada on
the map" as a nationally recognized divorce colony, a
meeting was held that had the potential for nipping
Nevada's embryonic industry in the bud.

In February, 1906

the National Congress on Uniform Divorce convened in
Washington, D.C.

51

Representatives from forty-two states

Tonopah Sun, December 28, 1907.

52

Phillip Earl, "Another Chapter on Early Divorce Days
Nevada," Nevada State Journal, March 29, 1981.
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in

(Nevada did not send a delegate) and territories met and
debated the issues relating to divorce:

residency

requirements, remarriage, and grounds, among others.

The

purpose of the Congress was made clear in opening remarks:
The great and constantly increasing number of
divorces in the United States has aroused a
general public interest, which has resulted
in a wide-spread movement for their restriction. As one result of the discussion of
this subject, there is a well-founded belief
that a part of this increase in divorces,
attended with special evils and scandals,is
due to the lack of a divorce law uniform
throughout the nation. 53
Realizing the futility of a federal law governing
divorce, the delegates sought uniform state legislation;
this was not the first support for bringing some measure of
uniformity to divorce laws in the United States.

The

American Bar Association had urged the adoption of uniform
marriage and divorce laws in 1891. 54

In 1903, the General

Assembly of the Presbyterian Church passed a resolution
favoring

"eve~y

lawful endeavor to correct the evils of lax

legislation regarding the subjects of divorce and
remarriage, and to secure such uniformity of legislation
thereon as may best promote the purity of society. 1155

53

Quoted by James P. Lichtenberger, Divorce:
Causation, (New York, 1909), 120.
54

Reese River Reveille, September, 25, 1891.

55

Lichtenberger, 12 7 •
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A study in Social

Many attendees believed that the rigidity of the laws
of New York and South Carolina were responsible for
migratory divorce, and this was the subject of rather
heated accusation and defense.

Some conservative

supporters of uniform divorce law hoped that it would
establish more rigid divorce codes, such as those in New
York, making divorce difficult to obtain, thereby lowering
the divorce rate and stabilizing the family.
Among the more liberal representatives the belief
prevailed that divorce was justified in some cases; one
delegate, Reverend Caroline Bartlett Crane, summed up their
stance, "It seems to me that the aim of this Congress
should be to prevent people from getting divorce who ought
not to have divorces, and not to put endless obstacles in
the way of those who have a moral right to freedom from the
bonds of matrimony."~

Conservative and moderate elements

disagreed on many issues under discussion and compromise
generally resulted in more conservative resolutions on the
issues debated.
By the end of the four-day meeting a moderate divorce
statute was drafted, and a November session, held in
Philadelphia, approved the final draft.

Only three states,

Delaware, New Jersey, and Wisconsin, actually adopted

56

Quoted in Halem, 45.
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legislation based on the proposal. 57

This was the end of

an organized and concerted effort to establish uniform
divorce laws, although support for such a move would
continue to surface periodically over the next several
decades.

Theodore Roosevelt supported a move to amend the

federal constitution and invalidate the "full faith and
credit" provision that was perceived as part of the problem
of migratory divorce.

According to supporters, a

constitutional amendment would serve several purposes:
liberals envisioned easier divorce, conservatives more
rigid divorce and the end of "full faith and credit" would
invalidate divorce granted outside the petitioner's home
state, thereby ending migratory divorce. 58
In his 1909 analysis of the Divorce Congress, James
Lichtenberger, a progressive social pathologist59 ,
disagreed with the belief that uniform divorce laws would
have an effect on the increase in the divorce rate.

It was

a common assumption at the time that lax divorce codes were
responsible for the breakup of marriages and the spiraling

57

Blake, 141-145.
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~alem, 39-40.
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In her study of divorce reform, Lynne Carol Halem uses the
term "social pathologist" to refer to a group of early twentieth
century social scientists who adopted an environmental view of
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This theory supplanted the earlier idea of moral
pathology, the weakness of the individual, and focused on the
environment surrounding the individual rather than the individual
himself to provide both explanation and cure for the social disease
of divorce. Halem, 52-53.
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divorce rates, but Lichtenberger saw no proof for that
. assumption.

In a statistical analysis of the changes that

were made in various states and the divorce rates after
those changes, he concluded that:

"so far as the effects

of these legal changes upon · divorce are concerned, they are
too remote to be discernible.

No correlation whatever is

to be found between the fluctuations of the marriage and
divorce rates in the years following the enactments. " 60
With the failure of the Congress on Uniform Divorce to
achieve uniform divorce statutes more rigid than Nevada's
liberal laws, the Nevada divorce colony was safe for a time
from the reformers who would stifle a profitable, if not
universally accepted, business.
In 1907, attorney William H. Schnitzer decided to take
advantage of the opportunities that Nevada, specifically
Reno, offered to an energetic lawyer; he moved from New
York to Nevada in January and set up his practice.
Schnitzer was active in the divorce trade, and his name was
often mentioned in newspapers when his clients obtained
divorces.

It was the custom at the time to write at least

· a brief mention in the newspapers of any divorce granted,
even those of the "common folk," particularly in the
smaller towns.

~Lichtenberger, 109-110.
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In 1909, Schnitzer caused a furor in the legal
community when he published and distributed a pamphlet,
"Divorce Practice and Procedure Under the Laws of the State
of Nevada With Notes and Decisions, Compiled and Digested
by W. H. Schnitzer of the Nevada Bar."

Schnitzer's fellow

members of the bar took exception to his enterprise, and
disbarment proceedings were instituted in the Nevada
Supreme Court by a committee appointed by the Washoe County
bar; Schnitzer was charged with advertising divorce laws,
misrepresenting laws, and giving misleading information
concerning said laws. 61

The bar most vehemently objected

to Mr. Schnitzer's methods of advertising his services; the
ambitious divorce attorney had placed ads offering his
pamphlet in eastern newspapers, on show curtains, 62 and in
a San Francisco theater program.~

Schnitzer reportedly

offered to halt these activities that the bar deemed
unethical, but this was apparently not enough to appease
' his peers.
The Reno Evening Gazette was quite sympathetic in
reporting the attorney's plight and noted that "persons who
are acquainted with Attorney Schnitzer claim that the
charges are unjustifiable and that they were brought about

61

Reno Evening Gazette, April 27, 1910.

62

Tonopah Daily Bonanza, May 26, 1910.

~Blake, 153.
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by the personal enmity of certain other members of the Reno
bar . . .

1164

A southern Nevada newspaper charged more

specifically that "since the day that Attorney Schnitzer
realized that Nevada offered a splendid field for divorce
business the lawyers have been after him • . • Either the
advertising or the big business he built up made the other
attorneys jealous and sick at heart . . . There was but one
way out of this, and that was to get rid of this
disagreeable, up-to-date brother. 1165

The Nevada Supreme

Court was not as sympathetic as the press to Attorney
Schnitzer's business practices, and he was disbarred in
1911, though later reinstated.
Schnitzer was the first attorney to fall victim to
squabbling over ethical practices in this relatively new,
highly lucrative service that Nevada was providing, but he
was not the last.

That same year another attorney, Robert

L. Schoular, was also disbarred for advertising.~
Although Schnitzer and Schoular were the first to have
formal action taken against their unorthodox means of
attracting clients, they were not the first attorneys to be
criticized for their advertising of lenient divorce
practices in Nevada.

In 1908, a segment of the Reno legal

64
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community was disapproving of a Reno firm that advertised
in New York state.

A "recognized leader of the profession

in Nevada" expressed his concerns by pointing out that
"such action [advertising] is a direct fraud upon the
jurisdiction in the courts of Nevada."

His worry was that

"persons seeking divorce must be bona fide residents of the
State who did not come here for the express purpose of
establishing a residence here for the express purpose of
securing a decree."

According to him, Nevada had tried to

guard against migratory divorce traffic but was not
entirely successful and "the result is bad repute has been
brought upon the name of the State.

The Corey case was a

glaring example."~
Obviously, not all attorneys expressed public support
of the new industry that was growing in Nevada.

Even the

Nevada Commercial League was somewhat ambivalent about this
not all together reputable source of business income.

In a

regular meeting of the league, response to the advertising
of a Reno legal firm was discussed, and when the secretary
"asked what action he should take to set forth the
particular merits of Nevada in this line

the members

of the league did not seem to be enthusiastic over the plan
to make Nevada as widely an advertised State in this regard
as South Dakota."

The same newspaper that reported on the

67

Nevada State Journal, February 14, 1908.
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meeting editorialized a bit and noted that "the league
(had] put aside the tempting prospect and decided to allow
Nevada's notoriety to grow without cultivation." 68
Though no consensus of opinion emerged about whether
divorce in Nevada should be cultivated or left to develop
on its own, the seed that had been planted by the
territorial legislature and that had sprouted with the
Corey divorce was coming into full bloom.

Some in Nevada,

however, felt that divorce and its accompanying notoriety
were weeds blighting the landscape. They sought to rid the
state of this menace as quickly as possible.
Both opposition to divorce and defense of Nevada's
liberal laws were frequently at issue in the twentieth
century.

At some times, however, both camps were more

vocal than at others.

In 1913, the metaphorical shouting

match erupted into full scale war.

The battles that the

reformers waged and won in 1913, then lost in the
legislative session of 1915, had a major, if relatively
•brief, impact on the divorce industry and economy in Reno.
The reform impetus that characterized the Progressive
movement in the first two decades of the twentieth century
was slow to affect Nevada.

By 1913, however, the impulse

to change and improve the political and moral climate of
Nevada was a force to be reckoned with in the Republican

~evada State Journal, February 13, 1908 •
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party.

There were twenty planks in the Republican platform

of 1912; some were standard Progressive concerns:

the

initiative, referendum and recall and labor related
reforms, amorig others.
Of most concern to Reno merchants was plank number
nineteen:

"an amendment of the present divorce law by

requiring a year's actual residence within the state before
action can be commenced. 1169

A change such as this would

make Nevada's laws similar to residency requirements of
divorce statutes in other western states and drastically
affect the migratory divorce trade.

Advocates of the

changes viewed the alteration of the statute as absolutely
essential to protect the morals of Nevada's citizens and to
polish Nevada's tarnished reputation.
In his opening address to the newly convened
legislature, Governor Tasker L. Oddie dealt with the
problem of divorce in Nevada.

He acknowledged that

Nevada's divorce law was in accordance with the
· recommendations of the American Bar Association and "our
people have no disposition to modify or abridge the grounds
for divorce which experience has shown to be just and
socially beneficial."

The length of time required for

people to take advantage of those just and socially
beneficial laws, however, was a problem, "it has • • •

69

The Ely Record, January 17, 1913.
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become intolerable for this state longer to continue in the
position, by virtue of the six months residence section of
the act, of correcting the evils arising from the
antiquated restrictive divorce laws of the older states
. • • Moreover, the adverse advertising which Nevada is
receiving therefrom is retarding the state's healthful
development."

Oddie felt the solution to this distasteful

situation was "simple and expedient" and believed that when
the change in the law was passed, "the blow to the traffic
in divorce decrees . • . would be final and fatal."ro
Discussing the platform upon which the White Pine
county Republican legislators .were elected, the Ely Record
expressed its faith in the representatives and their
campaign promises:

"the Record believes that they will

each and all make an honest effort to see that every plank
is enacted into law.

They have pledged themselves to the

people, and therefore it is up to them to make good.

1171

Some of the reform-minded public were concerned over the
ability of their legislators to remember the promises of
the campaign.

And that concern undoubtedly intensified

when some of those legislators who did remember campaign
promises expressed the opinion "that the people of Reno
were lukewarm in the matter of amending the law to increase

roReno Evening Gazette, January 21, 1913.
nEly Record, January 17, 1913.
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the residence period."n
To remind the forgetful and to assure the unconvinced
"when it became apparent that the solons at carson City
were awaiting some manifestation of the sentiment
prevailing in this city concerning the present law
many women of Reno, aided by the clergy and prominent
business men,
force •

. entered upon a whirlwind campaign to

" the change in the divorce law.

The Twentieth

Century Club, the YMCA, St. Margaret's Society, the ·
Optimists and other women's societies and church
organizations embarked upon a campaign of letter writing,
telephoning, signing and circulating petitions, all to
persuade the lukewarm and the
the law changed.

opposition that Reno wanted

The clergymen of Reno spoke from the

pulpit on the need for the change and the "Mothers' club
had the pleasure of listening to an encouraging talk by
Professor Romanzo Adams of the University of Nevada."
Adams was one of Reno's leaders of the Progressive Party.
Mrs. George A. Bartlett, wife of "Judgie" Bartlett, later
one of Reno's most visible divorce judges, said, "We
propose to leave no stone unturned to show Carson City and
the legislature that sentiment in Reno favors a longer term
of residence.

n
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Leaving nothing to chance, the reformers staged a
final, dramatic prod for the legislators.

One hundred and

sixty determined constituents boarded the Virginia &
Truckee on February 7, 1913, and made the thirty-mile trip
from Reno to the state capitol in carson City.

As the

Journal reported it, the group "steamed into Carson and the
reformers set upon the town with a determination worthy of
the cause and the need."

Packed into every available space

in the gallery, "the extra chairs at the members' desks,
the window embrasures and behind the railings," the eager
crowd watched the proceedings and greeted

~heir

success

with loud and long applause. 74
Passage of the measure, known as the Barnes divorce
bill, to lengthen divorce residency was a close fight, and
the reformers had a relatively narrow victory:

"when the

friends of the existing law went to bed last night they did
so confident that they had thirty votes nailed down to
defeat the reform."

With the journalistic flair and drama

so common to the day, the Journal continued, "With their
waking moments they had premonitions and evil specters and
they spent the time until 11 o'clock trying to find whether
. the slate had been broken and if so who broke it."

One

interesting aspect of the debate that accompanied action on
the bill was the mention that some members of the legis-

~Nevada State Journal, February 7, 1913.
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lature wanted to delay implementation of the longer
residency requirement until 1915, in order to take
advantage of any trade that might be generated by the
Panama-Pacific exposition to be held in San Francisco.

As

one legislat::or phrased it, "This law gives Reno and Washoe
a chance to get rid of the present 'crop' and harvest
another crop, but they want two crops more." 75
Reno failed in its efforts to "harvest two more
crops," and the bill finally passed by a vote of 30 to 22.
The bill also passed in the Senate 20 to 1, this time with
very little fanfare or attention.

Effective January 1, ~

1914, divorce required six months residency when both
parties lived in the state, one year residency when only
one of the parties lived in Nevada.

The exit of the

reformers and the "march down the streets looked like a
triumphal procession. 1176
The constituents demanding the change that was made
had emphasized the need to rid Reno of the divorce colony,
explaining that the six month residency requirement was
outmoded and not "in harmony with any of our sister states
II

The evil of divorce itself was not an issue;

rather, the "divorce colonies with all their attendant
evils and resulting undesirable notoriety" was the focus of

75

Ibid.

76

Ibid.
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their concern.

More precisely, migratory divorce was the

focus of their concern.

Reno reformers echoed the concerns

expressed at the National Congress on Uniform Divorce, by
sociologists and by clergy; many placed the blame for the
nation's divorce woes squarely on the heads of those
leaving their home state and "migrating" to another to
obtain divorce.

Although migratory divorce accounts for a

very small percentage of total divorces granted, the
impression is undoubtedly magnified when a community is
living in the midst of that migration.

Reno reformers

believed that it was "wrong" for people to come to Nevada
to be divorced.

They also believed that the "wrong sort of

people" came to Nevada for divorces.

If that migration

could be ended, several wrongs would be righted.
With the lengthened residency requirement, reformers
rejoiced, and attorneys and shopkeepers in Reno mourned.
The Reno economy slumped; "merchants, lawyers, tax
collectors all felt a pinch.

Hotel rooms remained vacant.

Stores could not dispose of stocks of luxury goods.
Churches lost in attendance and income.
the one-year law multiplied.
stung too hard." 77

Discontent with

Influential interests were

In the following biennial legislature,

a resolution was introduced to rescind the action of the
previous session, and that prompted what The Ely Record

77

Lillard, 345.
41

termed a "bitter, sensational and spectacular" fight. 78
The bill to shorten the residency requirement passed
easily in the Assembly, 40 to 12, but it was in the Senate
that the "spectacular" fight was fought.

Finding

themselves a vote short of the needed majority, the
legislators sent the divorce bill to the "friendly"
Committee on Railroads and Internal Improvements.~

Once

there, "a resolution was introduced in the senate to
rescind its action in referring the troublesome divorce to
the committee on railroads."

The fight was continued with

parliamentary procedure pot shots:

the motion was declared

out of order, then appealed, then a motion was made to
recess, the chair was declared over-ruled and so on.
"Thereafter motions to adjourn, dilatory motions, secondary
motions and almost every parliamentary and unparliamentary
device was resorted to by the minority [the pro-divorce
faction], the chair siding with the minority and reversing
only when reversed by the

chair."

The referral of the

bill to the committee on railroads was protested as a
blatant effort to delay action.

Charges of bribery were

recklessly bandied about, then withdrawn.

During the

melee, nine senators from the pro-divorce contingent
slipped out of the room, resulting in no quorum.

~The Ely Record, February 19, 1915.
79
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The

sheriff and the state police were sent after the slippery
senators but were eluded.
When no quorum was available and no vote could be
taken, the senate was recessed.

Upon reconvening, an

attempt was made to declare the matter a lost bill but
failed, and it was decided that the "committee on railroads
had the undisputed right to hold the bill 15 days."

That

gave the pro-divorce minority time to sway the one senate
vote that they needed to their side.

The nine missing

senators had returned after midnight, "bespattered with
mud," and the consensus, reached through speculation, was
that they had gone to Reno.

They were credited with saving

the bill through their unorthodox action. 80
The reformers had not given up the battle, in spite of
the legislative nonsense.

A group of women representing

the Women's Club of Reno journeyed to Carson City to
protest the proposed change in divorce law.

They also

planned to speak against a proposal to legalize pari-mutuel
wagering; divorce was not the only threat to the state's
morals against which the reformers were waging war.

They

appeared before both the Senate Committee of Railroads and
the Assembly Committee on Public Morals and argued:
The old divorce law, which was the means of flooding Nevada with people of questionable character,
brought humiliation and shame to actual citizens
of the state. The only argument that can be made
in its favor is that of dollars and cents, which

~The Ely Record, February 19, 1915.
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should not be considered · in connection with the
general moral welfare of the state and its citizens.
The attempt to make Reno a Monte Carlo in a gambling
way ·and a clearing house for divorce scandal would
be a most serious and perhaps fatal blow to the
University of Nevada, for honest, clean living people
will not send their daughters and sons there to be
educated. If the lid is taken off, the University
should be closed, or rented to pari-mutuel gamblers
and divorcees . 81
Despite their sincere and eloquent pleas, the prodivorce faction had an ace in the hole that the reformers
would have found very difficult to counter.

Their

opponents had garnered support with a bit of political
horse trading.

The Churchill County legislative contingent

agreed to support the divorce bill if the Washoe County
delegation would grant them a small favor:
state fair to Fallon. 82

moving the

Although obviously a source of

income to Reno, the state fair couldn't compare with the
revenues generated by the divorce trade.

The swap was

made; Fallon got the fair, and Reno got the support it
needed.
Governor Emmet Boyle deliberated over the bill for
four days before signing it without an audience.

He issued

a statement regarding his reasons for giving his approval
to the new law, stating that the "legislation represented
the will of the people; that the evil of divorce was not
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of

the

Washoe

Country,

due to the law but to the conduct of those seeking relief,
which could be regulated and that there was hope that if
the bill did not represent public sentiment, a means could
be provided for an early expression of that sentiment.

1183

Nevada voters had ratified the referendum in 1904,M and it
is possible that in his statement the governor was assuring
the people that if a mistake had been made, they had the
means to rectify that situation.

The bill, representing

"public· sentiment" or not, was signed, and the nation's
divorce capitol once again had the legal means to get back
to business as usual.

The portion of public sentiment that

opposed liberal and relatively quick divorce never mustered
the support to change the law again.

Divorce would remain

an issue for the reform faction in Nevada for years to
come, and there were other attempts to eradicate the
divorce colony, but the temporary change of 1913 was the
only successful effort.
With divorce again doing a brisk business, Reno's
reputation as a divorce mill was furthered with the high
profile end to the marriages of wealthy socialites and
motion picture stars of Hollywood.

Nevada was in the

limelight in 1920 when "America's sweetheart," Mary

v

~Nevada State Journal, February 24, 1915.
MA petition signed by ten percent of the voters "could demand
that any law or resolution passed by the legislature be submitted
to the voters," Elliott, 245.
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Pickford, came to the state to divorce owen Moore so she
could marry Douglas Fairbanks, Jr.

Mary moved to Nevada

for her health and established a residence in Douglas
county.

Fortunately for Mary, owen Moore was filming a

movie in Virginia City less than a month after Mary
relocated and could be served with divorce papers in
Douglas County.
Taking advantage of the peculiar wording of the
divorce law in effect at the time, 85 Mary was granted a
divorce having resided in Nevada only 16 days.

According

to the Statutes of the State of Nevada, Section 22:
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 or
be found, if the latter be either the county in which
the parties last cohabited, or in which the plain
tiff shall have resided six months before suit be
brought • • • 86
The key to the Moore-Pickford divorce was the phrase
"the county in which . • • the plaintiff shall reside or be
found."

Moore was "found" in Douglas County at just the

time he was needed and could be served.

About the two

phrases concerning the defendant's being found in the
appropriate county and the plaintiff's residency, Nevada
historian Jerome Edwards explains in his study of the

85

Jerome E.
Edwards,
"Mary Pickford's Divorce,"
Historical Society Quarterly, XIX (Fall 1976), 187.
86

statutes of the State of Nevada, 1915, 27.
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Nevada

Pickford divorce that "one condition does not depend upon
the other; each is an independent clause."

He concludes

that "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 certainly true."

In testimony during the

divorce hearing Pickford affirmed that she had come to
Nevada only for her health and not for the express purpose
of obtaining a divorce.

Pickford was granted the divorce

and left Nevada the next day. 87
Leonard Fowler, Attorney General for the State of
Nevada, took legal steps to have the divorce declared
invalid.

Charges of financial "wheel greasing" were

leveled by Reno newspapers.

Unlike the Corey case, in the

Pickford divorce, Nevada was not projecting an image as a
sympathetic place of refuge for a wronged woman.

Rather,

Nevada appeared to be a small, backwards state willing to
stretch the law in order to ·accommodate a wealthy
celebrity.

Patrick McCarran, as the attorney representing

Mary Pickford, was under attack as the perpetrator of the
shrewd, albeit devious plan to obtain Mary's freedom.
McCarran fought the Attorney General's efforts to have the
marriage decree declared invalid and finally succeeded for
Pickford in 1922.

87

It was rumored, a rumor that has

statutes of the State of Nevada, 1915, p. 26-27.
47

persisted, that McCarran had been given a valuable Reno
house for his efforts on Pickford's behalf; it is now
generally accepted that those charges are false.~
The loophole that had permitted Mary Pickford to
obtain a divorce without fulfilling the six months
residency requirement was later changed.

There is no

question, however, that the spirit, if not the letter of
the law had been misused.

Nonetheless, "those who take an

interest in the lurid lives of famous people were treated
to two years of gossip, innuendo and scandal. 1189

Possibly

the old saw, "It doesn't matter what they say about you as
long as they spell your name right," worked for Nevada; the
adverse publicity didn't appear to hurt Reno's divorce
trade.
The success that the reformers had in squelching the
divorce business had, as previously mentioned, been very
brief.

Rather than marking the beginning of a period of

serious reform in the state, the incident was an anomaly in
the history of Nevada divorce.

Changes that occurred after

that period only shortened the residency requirement or
expanded and liberalized the legal requirements to obtain
divorce.

Further change, however, was not made without

comment both from within and from beyond the state's

~Edwards, 189-190.
89

Earl, "The $300 Cure."
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borders.
In 1922, two propositions pertaining to divorce were
put on the November ballot.

One would have eliminated

residence less than six months and permitted interlocutory
decree; the other was a substitute for the previous
question and would have left the divorce law as · it was.
After all the controversy about whether lawmakers or
reformers were acting contrary to popular opinion, the
voters in 1922 had an opportunity speak out through the
ballot box.

It was not a close race, "by a three to one

margin the voters rejected [the] proposal to lengthen the
residence requirement to one year; by a two to one margin
they indicated their desire to retain the existing law for
at least three more years."~
In 1927, the six month requirement was lowered to
three months.

(

Possibly remembering the earlier fuss over

changes to divorce law, this alteration was made with a
sort of political sleight of hand.

An amendment adding two

years of insanity as the grounds for dissolution of
marriage was proposed but failed in the Assembly.

In the

waning hours of the session, literally, a "free" conference
committee was created whose members agreed to the insanity
provision.

They also, apparently surreptitiously, changed

the residency requirement to read three months in two

~Blake, 156.

49

places, submitted the amendment for a vote in the early
hours of the morning, and, in a matter of minutes, the
somnolent legislators passed it.

Governor Balzar signed it

almost immediately. 91
Reaction to this change within Nevada was mixed.

One

northern Nevada newspaper commented, "Divorce should be
made as easy as marriage . • . If Nevada can make men and
women happier by a three-months' residence law, she should
have it."

There was also, however, criticism of the new

law, particularly of the manner in which it was enacted and
"one paper accused the legislature of
footpadism. '

'parlia~entary

The Elko Independent said that a few foxy

lawmakers had 'hoodwinked the people of this State and sold
their good name.'"

The Nevada State Journal referred to

the "indecent haste in passing and signing the three months
divorce" and noted that "such procedure is repugnant to the
principles of free government and forms a most dangerous
precedent. 1192
It was rumored that George Wingfield, a powerful
figure in both the state's economy and its politics, had
had a hand in the shortened residency with the intent of
filling his luxurious Riverside Hotel.

There is no

question that his hotel would benefit from an increased

91

Lillard, 34 7-348.

92

Elko Free Press, quoted in Lillard, 348; Lillard, 349; Nevada
State Journal quoted in Blake, 157.
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divorce trade.

In addition Patrick McCarran, of the

Pickford divorce fame, who was then a judge and later a
United States Senator, and E. E. Roberts, the Reno Mayor,
who had campaigned on the promise of making Reno "the
playground of the world," were among those "most noticeable
and influential" persons who had lobbied for passage of the
change. 93

Powerful people in Nevada had supported the

altered statute, and even the courts supported the law.

A

suit was filed challenging the constitutionality of the
Short-Term Divorce Act, but the Nevada Supreme Court upheld
the law in August of that year.
Part of the incentive for the change in the divorce
residency requirement in 1927 had been a perceived threat
to Nevada's supremacy as a divorce colony by the divorce
business in France and Mexico.

Critics had maintained that

only a few, very wealthy people went abroad to obtain their
divorces and that the competition for Nevada was minimal,
but Phillips maintains that "soon after World War I a
veritable divorce trade war broke out among states such as
Nevada, Idaho, and Arkansas, each vying for out-of-state
clients for its divorce courts."~
1931 saw hard times all over the nation, and by that ~
year the pinch of the Great Depression that was being felt

~Nevada State Journal, March 19, 1927.
~Phillips, 531.
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in Nevada prompted the divorce "trade war."

National,

state, and local governments were desperately seeking
sources of revenue to alleviate the suffering associated
with economic disaster.

Nevada, having very limited

natural resources to exploit, turned to a proven source of
income:

providing services that other states were

unwilling to provide.

Two changes in this area were made

by the 1931 Legislature:

legalized gambling and yet

'\

another shortening of the divorce residency requirement.

J

To a certain extent the introduction of gambling
publicly overshadowed the reduction of divorce residency
requirements to six weeks.

The two issues were generally

paired in newspaper accounts of discussion and action on
the bills, but divorce was very much a secondary issue:
"Reno, along with the rest of Nevada went 'old west' today.
In the flush of wide-open gambling the new 42 day divorce
law was virtually forgotten."

The gambling bill was

threatened with the movement for a referendum vote, but the
divorce bill was only "subjected to much criticism. " 95
That criticism,. however, was not nearly as vociferous as
the storms that had raged over the earlier changes.
The fear of the threat of competition was much more
obvious and open in 1931 than in previous debates over
change
'Beat this one, if you can.'

That apparently

~Nevada State Journal, March 21, 1931; March 20, 1931.
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was the defiance offered by Nevada yesterday to
other states which have indicated they would
like to 'hedge in' on the business of providing
relief for the unhappily wed. 96
In the February article, the Journal indicated that
the measure would not be acted upon unless a three-month
requirement was passed in another state.

The Arkansas bill

had already been approved by both houses of that state's
legislature and only needed the governor's signature.
Idaho's legislation had been approved in the senate but was
still fighting for survival in the assembly; the bill was
passed on an override of the governor's

v~to.

Both states

encountered strong opposition, the type of opposition and
criticism that Nevada reformers had been drumming up for
almost three decades.

One Arkansas senator labeled their

divorce bill "the most vile and vicious of measures" and
predicted that it "would dump into Arkansas the loose and
irresponsible men and women of the nation. " 97

The majority

of Arkansas legislators were paying no more attention to
the protests than those in Nevada were doing, and the bill
passed.

Arkansas was relatively successful in building up

a divorce colony, and the state's divorce rate was almost
twice the national average for about a decade; Idaho, too,
entered the migratory divorce business but never offered
serious competition to Nevada's monopoly of the Western

~evada State Journal, February 25, 1931.
97

Blake, 166.
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divorce trade.

Nevada, however, had been ready to counter

any threat to its dominance of divorce and in March had
lowered its residency requirement to six-weeks. 98
In 1935, Wyoming lowered its state's residency
requirement from one year to sixty days, although the
success they had in attracting migratory divorce was
minimal.

Blake notes that "only Florida had the auxiliary

tourist attractions to offer real competition to Nevada
pleasure domes."

Florida's reduced residency requirement

for divorce was open in its intent to match the success of
Nevada and Arkansas as divorce centers.

In signing the

bill Florida's governor proclaimed, "Florida is a tourist
State, extending to the people of the United States an
invitation to come here as visitors and remain as
residents.

If this bill brings additional residents or

visitors to Florida, it will be in line with that
invitation. 1199
Apparently hard times and the passage of time had
helped to brighten divorce's tarnished image.

The move in

other states to match Nevada's liberalism was undoubtedly a
factor in the acceptance of Nevada-style "quickie" divorces
as a fact of modern life.

As mentioned, Idaho, Arkansas,

Florida, and Wyoming did alter their divorce requirements

9

~evada State Journal, March 20, 1931.

99

Quoted in Blake, 168.
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with varying degrees of success.

Oklahoma and Arizona also

considered .l ike changes to shore up their sagging
economies.

Throughout the 1930s divorce laws were

liberalized across the nation.

Washington, D.C., and

Georgia made changes; New Mexico, Delaware, Hawaii, the
Virgin Islands, and Texas considered them.

Nevada too

considered more radical change but rejected a thirty day
law.

According to Lillard, "Nevada legislators • . . were

talked out of [a reduction] by conservative members of the
bar who argued that the Nevada laws had been substantiated
by Supreme Court decisions and were a sure service. " 100
This analysis is consistent with the tradition in Nevada of
having built its divorce business and reputation on
relatively simple, uncontested divorces.

Generally, the

details of the divorce were carefully worked out ahead of
time by Nevada attorneys and the client's attorney in the
home state.
By the third decade of the twentieth century, Reno was
the uncrowned "divorce queen" of the nation.

The Queen of

the Comstock, Virginia City, was an abandoned, stagnating
memory of the glory days, and the gold in the divorcees'
pockets was the ore being mined by Nevada lawyers,
hotelkeepers and other businessmen associated with the
divorce industry.

100

The name of the "Biggest Little City"

Lillard, 350-351.
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was and, to a certain extent, still is associated with
divorce in the collective memory of the nation and the
world, although it was a relatively brief heyday.

In 1931,

as a result of lowered residency requirements and increased
publicity, the number of divorces granted in Nevada
virtually doubled.

After that year the business to

decline, 101 assuredly influenced by the economic
circumstances of the Great Depression and by changing
social conditions that were reflected in liberalized
divorce laws across the nation.

There was a drastic rise

in the number of divorces granted during the mid and late
1940s but by 1950 the divorce numbers had dropped back to
pre-war levels.

The population of the state increased in

the decades after World War II but the divorce numbers
remained relatively stable.

With occasional "spikes" or

"dips" in the rate, Nevada granted about 9,500 divorces
each year until 1972, when the number began to increase.
After the initial leap in 1972 and a drop in 1973, the
increase was generally steady and gradual.
By mid-century, Reno was beginning to lose its control
of divorce within the state, and Clark County was
channeling some of the divorce trade to the southern part
of the state.

By 1960, the divorce center had shifted

south, statistically if not in image, to that young and

101

Lillard, 351.
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Divorces Granted In Nevada, 1922-1960 1 ~

1922
1923
1924
1925
1926
1927
1928
1929
1930
1931
1932
1932-33
1933-34
1934-35
1935-36
1936-37
1937-38
1938-39
1939-40
1940-41

1941-42
1942-43
1943-44
1944-45
1945-46
1946-47
1947-48
1948-49
1949-50
1951
1952
1953
1954
1955
1956
1957
1958
1959
1960

1,026
1,029
1,037
1,082
1,021
1,953
2,595
2,533
2,609
5,260
2,479
3,478
3,678
4,129
4,386
4,704
4,758
4,606
4,835
5,468

102

6,770
9,459
11,913
13,547
18,904
16,853
12,331
11,281
9,342
9,298
9,841
9,669
9,586
9,559
9,141
9,249
9,409
9,509
8,455

Di vorce statistics for the early twentieth century are
haphazardly recorded and not easily obtained. The dates represented here, however, serve to indicate patterns of divorce in
Nevada.
Statistics compiled from United States Bureau of the
Census,
Marriage and Divorce,
1916,
1922-1932,
(Westport,
Connecticut, reprinted 1978); statistics for 1932 through 1950 were
reported for a fiscal year and were compiled from the State of
Nevada, Biennial Report of Board of Health, July 1. 1938-June 30.
1940, courtesy of the Nevada State Library; statistics for 1950
through 1960 are courtesy of Vital Statistics, State of Nevada.
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glittering town in the Las Vegas Valley.

Las Vegas had

barely existed when Laura Corey "took the cure," but in
1960, Clark County recorded more divorces than Washoe
County. 103
Clark County's rise to prominence as a divorce center
began much as Reno's had - with a well publicized celebrity
divorce. What Laura Corey had done for Reno, Ria Gable most
willingly and graciously did for Las Vegas.

In 1939, Clark

Gable's estranged wife moved to Las Vegas to establish
residency and divorce the Hollywood star whose wandering
eye had been caught by Carole Lombard.
Ria was a well-to-do Houston widow, seventeen years
older than her handsome and dashing husband.

They had

married in 1931, after Clark divorced his first wife, and
Ria had provided the encouragement and financial support
that Clark needed to launch his successful movie career.
In 1935, Clark had become involved with Carole Lombard, who
had divorced William Powell in Carson City in 1933.
needed a divorce of his own to marry Carole.

Gable

Ria had

resisted but finally conceded defeat in late 1938, after a
press release was issued from the set of "Gone With The
Wind."
Upon her capitulation, Ria relocated to Las Vegas.
Some rather enterprising newspaper people recognized the

u. s. Department of Commerce, Historical Statistics of the
United States, 1976, 1960 figures, section 5-9.
103
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potential in Mrs. Gable's presence and, with the Las Vegas
Chamber of Commerce, launched an enthusiastic campaign to
focus attention on Ria Gable and the desert delights of Las
Vegas.

Hotels, casinos, even a grocery store, announced

plans for building, expansion and/or renovation.

Ria

cooperated and was frequently photographed enjoying the
amenities that her new home offered; she gambled, boated on
Lake Mead, rode horses, gave parties and interviews to the
press.

By the time her divorce was final in March, 1939,

the nation was aware of Las Vegas and its opportunities for
both marital dissolution and recreation. 1 ~

Las Vegas, so

convenient to populous Southern California, could assume
over the next twenty years the dubious, if profitable,
honor of being Nevada's divorce capital.
Ria Gable was not necessarily representative of the
people who came to Nevada to obtain a divorce although the
glamour associated with wealthy and socially prominent
divorcees was part of the image that developed.

The

majority of those coming to Reno, and later Las Vegas, for
divorce were women.
economics:

This fact was a result of simple

the male of the household was generally the

primary breadwinner and it was impractical for a man to
leave his job for six months, three months or six weeks to
establish residency in Nevada in order to obtain a divorce.

1

~Phillip Earl, "Gable Divorce a Long-lasting Economic Boost,
Reno Gazette-Journal, September 21, 1986.
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Therefore, the husband usually stayed home and supported
the family while the wife, and sometimes the children, came
to Reno.
Income also determined the lifestyle of the members of
the Reno colony.

The well-to-do stayed in the elegant

Riverside Hotel or on the dude ranches that catered to the
trade.

These residents could avail themselves of the

entertainment that Reno offered in the form of horseback
rides, hay rides, outings to Lake Tahoe and Virginia City,
picnics, camping trips and the night life of the casinos
and saloons.

The residency requirements were rigidly

enforced and prospective divorcees took care not to leave
the state for more than the allowable twenty-four hour
period rather than risk losing the time they had accumulated toward residency.
Many who came to Nevada could not afford the luxury of
the first class accommodations and moved into small hotels,
modest apartments or boarding houses.

Some of these

divorcees worked during their stay to finance the divorce
and found jobs as store clerks, waitresses, and, later, as
dealers in the gambling clubs that proliferated after 1931.
The divorces granted in Nevada were generally
uncontested and the details of child custody and property
settlement had often been worked out in the home state
between a local lawyer and a Nevada lawyer before the
divorcee came to Nevada.

The reputation of the divorce
60

industry was questionable and divorce attorneys needed to
protect the prestige of the legal community.

Nevada could

not afford to add unreliability to that reputation by
having the divorces that it had granted contested in the
courts of another state.

Nevada did not want to repeat the

unfavorable publicity of the Pickford divorce and the
resulting legal tangle and avoided controversy.
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Image:

From the Outside Looking In

Reno lies in Nevada's western corner, ten miles from
California. Population: 18,500. Elevation:
4,500
feet. Reputation: bad. 105
Nevada's and Reno's reputations were somewhat less
than

pri~tine

in the years after a divorce colony was

established along the Truckee.

Even after the focus on

divorce shifted south to Las Vegas in the early 1950s, even
after the divorce boom began to decline in that same
period--Reno and Nevada evoked, then and now, a slightly
tattered and tawdry image.

Nevada's reputation has been a

subject for discussion for many years;

comment on Nevada's

uncommon resources has been both positive and negative,
both attacking and defending the state, its citizens and
its statutes.

Books and novels have been written, magazine

articles published, newspaper serials run, movies filmed,
songs sung, poems rhymed, jokes shared and cartoons
created--all with Nevada divorce as the central theme.
Nevada's image has been created, altered, attacked and
defended over the years, both locally and nationally, from
the printed page, the airwaves, the silver screen and the

stage.

105

"Passion in the Desert, Fortune, April, 1934, 100.
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Comment on Reno's wicked ways began quite soon after
the Corey divorce brought attention to divorce in Nevada.
A 1910 Los Angeles Times article, reprinted in the Tonopah
Bonanza, rejoiced in Reno's apparent repentance of the sin
of gambling "It will no longer sit by the side of the
Truckee river, like a poultice on a boil, draining the
corruption of the state of Nevada to a head.
reformed."

Reno has

The reform was not as thorough as it might have

been, however, and Reno was not completely cleansed of its
corruption.

The Times apparently deplored both the sin and

the profit:
[Reno] will continue to be the Mecca of the mismated,
and Adullam's cave of the matrimonially discontented.
Its lawyers will grow wealthy on their share of the
alimony and its sheriff will continue to cry at the
court house door, 'Oyez, oyez, divorce granted in
Brown. vs. Brown. Next! • 106
In the same year that the Times editorialized about
Reno, singer Billy Murray, released a recording, "I'm On My
Way to Reno," that was not at all critical of Reno's
relatively new business.

In this musical tribute to Reno

divorce the beleaguered husband was unfortunate enough to
have a suffragette wife who ate crackers in bed, but he
planned to shout his "Battle Cry of Freedom" after he
visited Nevada.

The song was popular within Nevada as the

Tonopah Daily Bonanza noted, "The hit of the season is a

1

~Los Angeles Times, quoted in the Tonopah Bonanza, October
10, 1910.
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I'M ON MY WAY TO RENO
My wife and I don't get along, we simply fight and fight
I married her to win a bet, it really serves me right,
The love she once declared was mine has simply turned to
hate
So I've made up my mind to visit old Nevada state.
I'm on my way to Reno, I'm leaving town today,
Give my regard to all the boys and girls along
Broadway
Once I get my liberty, no more wedding bells for me
Shouting the Battle Cry of Freedom.
I've stood an awful lot from her and never said a word,
But on the level, as a wife she simply was a bird.
At night when I came home from work, all tired out and dead
I always found her eating soda crackers in the bed.
I'm on my way to Reno, I'm
It's liberty or death with
Reno life is simply great,
you wait
Shouting the Battle Cry of
It's awful when you
And suffer, suffer,
She has the sign on
She used to make me

leaving town today
me my hair is turning grey
they grant divorce while
Freedom.

tie yourself up to a suffragette
suffer till your brains are all to let
me all right, I really will admit
stay at home and try and learn to knit.

I'm on my way to Reno, I'm never coming back
And if I do I surely hope the train runs off the track
Life in Reno must be grand husbands marching hand in
hand
Shouting the Battle Cry of Freedom.
There was a time when South Dakota was the proper place
But when compared to Reno, it was never in the race.
The only real Arcadia from Frisco east to Maine
Just think of it, the judge and jury meet you at the train.
I'm dn my way to Reno, to break the marriage knot
You just get off the train and drop a nickel in the
slot
You just get off the train and then turn around and
jump right on again
Shouting the Battle Cry of Freedom.
Circa 1910
Sung by Billy Murray on Victor Records, #16475-B
Courtesy of Dr. Russell Elliott
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new song just published entitled 'I'm On My Way to Reno,'
which was sung by Miss Hoffman at the Nevada theater last
night.

It is founded on the divorces of Nevada and the

encores were so strong that it will be sung again this
afternoon and evening. " 107

The Murray song is trite, a

catchy tune that pokes fun at marriage and the Reno divorce
trade and is not at all concerned with the wickedness that
might be perpetuated in such a town.

On the contrary, the

eager, soon-to-be ex-husband thinks "life in Reno must be
grand."

Some of the misconceptions that will later be

accepted as truth about Reno are mentioned in the song's
lyrics, "Just think of it, the judge and jury meet you at
the train • . . You just get off the train and then turn
around and jump right on again."

Reno divorce was, of

course, never that simple or that quick, and it's doubtful
that those listening to the words of the song believed such
exaggeration, but the underlying theme of quick, easy
divorce was obvious in the song.
The Times was critical, Billy Murray was approving,
and Lilyan Stratton was defensive.
Nevada's divorce capitol, Reno:

Her testimonial to

A Book of Short Stories

and Information, written in 1921, begins with the
statement,
I have lived in Reno. I have felt the pulse of its
secret soul, and have learned to understand its
deeper meaning, and it is therefore that I am able
107

Tonopah Daily Bonanza, May 7, 1910.
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to uphold my intimate conviction in an attempt to
change the world's opinion of Reno and its laws
from ridicule to admiration. And if my book has
any reason for being, it lies in this attempt. 108
Stratton quickly pointed out that she did not wish to
"propagate" divorce for she felt the home was "sacred."
But she was also convinced that "unhappy and discontented
human beings are unfit physically and morally to produce
the best work and the finest children.

too many social

problems of the present age are due to the unhygienic and
illogical mating of the human male and female." 109

Divorce,

however, should not be taken lightly:
The divorce courts should only be appealed to
as a last resort, to free some tortured soul
from a life of misery, caused by humiliation,
shame and hatred, the very essence of all evil.
When the sacred state of matrimony becomes so
profaned and degraded that it soils everything
it comes in contact with; when even the minds of
our children are poisoned and distorted by the
atmosphere, and the last ray of hope has vanished,
only then the hour has struck to ask the law for
justice; to appeal to the judge for redemption for
humanity's sake. 110
After her eloquent plea for marital mercy, Stratton
discussed Reno and its people, the social and industrial
life, its tragedies, romance and comedies.

The book

probably delighted the Reno Chamber of Commerce, and she
did, in fact, include a reprint of a Chamber of Commerce

Li 1 yan Stratton, ~R~e~n:..::o~==---~A~-B~o~o:.t.;k~..::o~f!::....--'S~h~o:.:r..::t=---..::S~t=.;o:=..=.r..:!:i~e~s~..::a:!Jni£d~
Information, (Newark, 1921), 9.
108
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stratton, 10.

110

Ibid.
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circular.

Stratton described church and bank buildings,

homes of prominent citizens, even federal projects and
mentioned the dates they were built and the cost of
construction.

An example of her homage to city struc-tures

reads, "Last but not least is the beautiful Court House.
It was rebuilt in 1909 at an approximate cost of $150,000.
It is located in a very prominent part of the city, and
faces a beautiful little park; a very imposing building
with its big golden dome, numerous marble pillars and broad
steps.n111
Stratton describes Reno people in general as
"democratic and wholehearted Westerners," the women as,
"wide awake and interested • • • Besides being
domesticated, they are intellectual and energetic.
are very few 'prudes' . •

"

There

Reno social life is compared

to the East and not found lacking: "you are surprised at
the large ultra-fashionable audience . • . They are an
aggregation of well dressed, appreciative people .

11

112

As a service to those needing the succor that Reno
could provide, Nevada's divorce laws, "the most sane and
moral divorce laws of any of the States," were enumerated
and defended.

There was no need for a witness (except to

prove residency) and that was "another splendid feature of

111 stratton, 152.
112stratton, 162-163; 28.
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Nevada law."

The author was providing the type of guide

she could have used, . with the "aid of which so much worry
and heartache would have been saved" on her own
"pilgrimage. " 113
An unusual book focusing on Nevada divorce was Reno
Reveries, Impressions of Local Life by Leslie Curtis, a
1924 collection of poems, essays and letters, songs, a bit
of history, information on Reno divorce, even jokes, all
with either Reno or divorce as a theme.

Much of the

material had been published previously in other works, and
this probably accounts for the muddled impression that the
book makes, as if the author could not decide whether it
was to be an anthology of short stories, essays or possibly
a volume of poetry.

Jokes are sprinkled throughout the

work, much like the fillers that were common in newspapers
of the early twentieth century,
Teacher:
"Willie where is the Great Divide?"
Willie:
"Reno! " 11 ~
One essay entitled "As Others See Us," described Reno
as "situated on an island in the Sea of Matrimony.

It is

parted in the middle by the Truckee River, which flows from
the Reef of Many Causes to the Harbor of Renewed Hope and
More Trouble.

The .tide comes in regularly by the Southern
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THE COLONY

Have you ever thought about the Reno Colony
And what we owe this little fad, divorce?
Fair plaintiffs oft advising,
Forever criticizing,
Yet their money helps us on a bit, of course.
If . you legislate against the Reno Colony,
To other fields the fair ones you will drive.
For ill-advised propriety
Brings poverty with piety,
And some of us would much prefer to thrive.
Does Reno really know how much the Colony
Contributes to the cafes and the stores?
Hotels would soon be closing,
The population dozing,
If broken hearts should favor other shores.
A necessary evil is the Colony,
It must exist when Love has sullen grown,
So quit the foolish knocking,
Your own progression blocking,
And learn to let what's well enough alone.
Leslie Curtis
Reno Reveries
83-84
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Pacific and the untied depart the same way.

11115

Curtis was

a Reno resident only by virtue of her stay in Nevada
toobtain a divorce and was, in fact, a professional writer.
A Reno newspaper mentioned the fact that Curtis was writing
a book about divorce in 1910; 116 that same year, curtis was
included in a Buel cartoon of prominent divorce authors, 117
so it is not unlikely that the book, or at least portions
of it, were written much earlier than it was published in
Reno.
In some poems Reno was described as "kindly," in
others as

~'false,

smiling Reno."

curtis' book is not the

gushing, travelogue type of tribute to Reno that Stratton
wrote, but it does have a similar theme of a misunderstood
Reno.

Both women came to Reno to divorce, and defended

Reno and its divorce business, stratton ardently and Curtis
less so.

That need for defense is indicative of the

pervasiveness of Reno's reputation and the criticism that
was heaped upon its divorce colony.

It is also possible

that in defending Reno, these authors were defending their
own actions; divorce was less of a social stigma than it
had been in previous decades but it was still unacceptable
to many.

115
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At least one other woman writing in the same period
did not feel the need to defend Reno and was not so kind in
her opinions nor generous with her praise.

In 1925,

Katherine Fullerton Gerould wrote The Aristocratic West,
"to disentangle the real West.

. . and show its human and

social differences as they appear to the Eastern pilgrim is
the object of these paragraphs."

To accomplish this task,

Gerould examined bits and pieces of the West.

Salt Lake

City was characterized as "one of the most beautiful towns
on the planet," but "the social situation is more or less
what you would expect

. You cannot live the social life

with people [Mormons] who eat and drink and amuse
themselves in a totally different way from yourself."
Moving further west, "San Francisco is the most
sophisticated city in the country.

From prize-fights to

grand opera, it is nearly always in good taste--yes, and
has delicacy. 11118
Reno did not fare so well; Gerould was not impressed
with either Reno or her citizens.

Reno was dull, "the

churches are inconspicuous; the few doctors have Chinese
herbalists for hot rivals; the lawyers, naturally, are
many.

The Public Library is so tiny that it could not

possibly keep anyone in reading matter for six months, and
if there were a run on its shelves, most of the besiegers

11
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The Aristocratic West

(New

would have to stop in the street." Gerould believed that
Reno was "dull because its roots--socially, humanly
speaking--are fastened in decay."

The source of that decay

was the ephemeral economic base on which Nevada had been
established, the mining camps.

When the gold and silver

played out, Nevada and Reno had no industry to fall back
upon; "Reno has no visible industries.

It makes its

living, as far as one can tell, off the marital unhappiness
that prevails in forty-seven states of the Union. " 119
Gerould, who very clearly made the point that she was
not a divorcee, was scathing in her description of those
who were:
Truth compels one to admit that the divorcees are
on the whole a cheap-looking lot; and that the few
who look expensive look peculiarly uncivilized--are
apt, in fact, not even to look respectable. Some
are mouselike, and some look really miserable. But
generally speaking they are poor figures for drama.
She did allow that there are exceptions to the general rule
of tawdry men and women doing their time in Reno, "in many
the moral paste is finer and the Reno interlude is a
tragically necessary one

. but . • • of latter years

Paris has welcomed the best and most fortunate of these. " 120
From a late twentieth century perspective, Gerould's
descriptions of the West, Reno in particular, seem tongue
in cheek.

Could she seriously have believed what she was
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writing?

Gerould appeared to be quite sincere in her

efforts to relay information about the West; she was
regretful that Reno was so unpleasant.

She had "tried

indeed to explain that Renoites themselves are as nice as
anyone else; and that though divorce, in the last analysis,
gives them their livelihood, they are convinced that they
are doing a moral service to the community."

And though

she did feel somewhat guilty in bringing nothing to Reno,
"no lawyer's fees, no house rent, no grocer's bills, no
bank account even, 11121 she was scathing nevertheless in her
assessment of the town and its primary "industry."

Reno

civic leaders were upset several years later when Cornelius
Vanderbilt wrote of Reno in a less than flattering light,
wishing they could tar and feather him.

It is likely that

Renoites were even less pleased with Gerould's assessment
of their city and its primary industry.
When the divorce law was shortened in 1927, there was
criticism from within the state, but there was also censure
from outside.

The Minneapolis Tribune commented,

This new law will be attractive to prospective
or potential divorcees for two reasons: first,
the length and cost of approach to a decree will
be greatly reduced. Second: the pain of living
in Nevada will be cut in two. 122

121
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Sunset Magazine published an article in September,
1928, focusing on "Interesting Westerners."

Included with

a female state senator, a Chinese actress, a female game
warden and a winner in livestock expositions, were two Reno
judges, Thomas Moran and George Bartlett.

The thumbnail

sketches of their backgrounds indicated that both were
self-educated and had worked their way up in the world from
humble beginnings.

Moran had started as a water-boy on the

railroad, studied law in night school in Chicago before his
tenure on the bench, and was active in the Baptist church
and the Boy Scouts.

Bartlett did a two-year law program at

Georgetown University in one year and won and lost ·several
fortunes in the Tonopah and Goldfield booms in the early
twentieth century.
Both were portrayed as benign figures who simply did
the job the people elected them to do.

Both expressed the

belief that divorce . "is something to be accepted because it
cannot be successfully ignored by any state, and because
there is no reason morally why it should not be ac9epted as
a perfectly natural thing."

Neither "looks upon divorce as

his means of livelihood or as something to be commended
because it brings thousands of dollars annually into the
state of Nevada."

The article concluded that "whatever

people may think of Nevada divorces and the law itself,
there is not a man who doesn't respect Judge Bartlett and
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Judge Moran. " 123
Sunset went to great lengths to establish the
unpretentious backgrounds of the judges and their
involvement in community service.

That underscored the

solid, dependable aspect of the men serving on Nevada's
bench.

Sunset made the point, through the comments of the

judges, that divorce might not be a particularly honorable
undertaking but that honorable men were undertaking a job
that must be done.

That delineation of the divorce

industry and its clients from the "real" people of Reno,
wholesome, small town inhabitants of a tainted city, was a
common view from the outside looking in.

It was not a view

that was as commonly expressed when Reno residents discussed their town and divorce, although the reformers of
the early twentieth century had verbally separated the
divorce colony from the long term residents of the city.
Local residents seemed to take the inhabitants of the
divorce colony and the business that resulted from their
presence for granted.

Familiarity in this case did not

breed contempt; rather, it bred acceptance or inattention.
Divorce as a business was common place for the locals; for
the visitor or outside observer it was certainly unusual,
distasteful to some, and at least interesting to most.

12311
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75

Cornelius Vanderbilt, Jr., famous for wealth and
social prominence, made several pilgrimages to Nevada to
solve his marital woes.

He made something of a name for

himself when he engaged in rather public brawls with Peter
Arno, but his real fame, at least in the eyes of Renoites,
came when he published a novel, Reno, in 1929.

Vanderbilt

obtained his first Reno divorce in 1927, and subsequently
built a stone cabin in a canyon near Pyramid Lake in 1928
as a retreat where he could work on his novel.

The novel

told of the difficulties overcome by two temporary Reno
residents who found true love while waiting to be freed
from their first entanglement.

Vanderbilt juxtaposed the

wholesome beauty of the Reno area with the unhealthy habits
of some of the three-month visitors, the adulterers, the
blackmailers and the alcoholics.

The book did not receive

rave reviews in the out-of-town papers; one reviewer
described it as "lurid," another analyzed it as a "would-be
sensational account.

n

124

Local reactions to the novel were not so kind, and
many Renoites were incensed at the Vanderbilt's descriptions of their fair city.

The Reno Chamber of Commerce

sent a telegram to the author informing him that "now and
then there comes to any community an individual with
professions of esteem and fairness who violates hospitality
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(New York,

1930),

and fouls his own nest."

After more commentary in the same

vein, they concluded, "we must express our contempt for
this departure in the realm of fiction--contempt that a man
who has enjoyed the homes and the hospitality of Reno has
taken its friendliness and wholesomeness, to which you
dedicate the book, and has returned the debt with shame and
insult. "

125

Vanderbilt had waxed eloquent about the natural beauty
of Reno and the glory of her surrounding mountains and
desert.

He had made the point that "evidently there were

two Renos--one a city of quiet homes, bright-eyed school
children and contented parents; the other a group of hotel
and apartment house inmates merely stalling around until
their short tenure should have passed, or gregariously
"throwing parties" in a sad and tragic effort to forget
their troubles."

The distinction made between the "two

Renos," however, was not enough to placate the residents,
particularly the businessmen.

Their Reno was a single town

which happened to provide a service to the unhappily
married.

The Reno 20-30, "representing as we do the

younger businessmen of Reno," passed a resolution, a copy
of which was sent to Vanderbilt, condemning the book and
the "untruthful aspersions" cast on Reno, and the
"contemptible" lies:
We believe the filthy situations pictured in
1

~Nevada State Journal, March 6, 1929.
77

Vanderbilt's book could be written by no one
except one whose mind is filled with such degrading thoughts. Through his book defaming
the name of this city Vanderbilt has shown Reno
as a city of depravity, when as a matter of fact
this is not true.
The Reno 20-30 noted that ten years ago the author would
probably have been "tarred and feathered and ridden out of
town."

They couldn't do that now but implied their regret

at modern limitations.

They were disappointed in

Vanderbilt's avaricious bent and felt that "if he had an
ounce of manhood he would not trade the respect and honor
this community has shown him for mercenary gain. " 126
Again, Reno was staunchly defended although that time
it was the locals who rushed to arms.

Reno had been

unfairly and untruthfully maligned by one who had been
treated kindly and as one of their own.

In 1928,

Vanderbilt had been made an honorary member of the Nevada
State Police by Governor Balzar.

His contribution to

Nevada's image had very quickly taken him from favored
citizen to displaced person.

Vanderbilt apparently failed

to take offense at the insults that Reno heaped upon his
head; he honeymooned in Reno in 1935,

a~d

came back again,

in 1940, for another divorce. 1u
With all the notoriety that surrounded Reno and its
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"guests," the reading public must have been very curious
about what it was like to actually go to Reno for a
divorce.

In 1930, that curiosity could have been satisfied

when the Times-Dispatch of Richmond, Virginia, published
"Letters From A Richmond Wife In Reno," with the secondary
headline, "Wherein Are Recorded The Trials, Tribulations,
Joys And Whatnot Of A Woman Who Has Gone Through The
Divorce Mill At The Mecca For All Those Who Are Weary,
Heavy-Burdened And Bored; Being Reno-Vated Doesn't Seem To
Be All That Cornelius Vanderbilt Would Have Us Believe,
Though The Process Does Seem Rather Simple And Easy. " 128
In missives to "Dear Cousin Alice," complete with
pictures of Reno landmarks, "Patsy" told of her decision to
divorce because of the artistic temperament of Roddy,
thoughts of suicide (falling seven stories is too messy,
"besides, there's that brown velvet dress in the store
window • • • I'll need a lot of new clothes to go to Reno")
and the train journey.

Patsy was interested in her fellow

passengers but not always kind in her descriptions "she is
a blond, considerably shopworn, with that gray sort of
complexion and muddy shadows all Dresden china beauties get
when the years pile up on them."

Cornelius Vanderbilt was

also on the train "I recognized him from having seen him in
the movies.

12

They say he likes it so much out in Reno that

~ichmond Times-Dispatch, April 6, 1930.
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he has bought a ranch. 11129

One letter was devoted to

lawyers "I always thought I was more or less able to take
care of myself . • . but I'm no match for a Reno Lawyer."
Of the opposing attorney Patsy said, "Oh, a wise old owl,
that old man who just sat and chewed and spat; and chewed
and spat."
The balance of the first installment of the series was
a detailed account of the requirements for divorce in
Nevada and the typical costs involved to obtain a divorce.
Patsy also pointed out to Cousin Alice that "contrary to
the general impression the grist which keeps Reno's divorce
mill grinding is not drawn from the extremely wealthy, or
even from the more than moderately prosperous, although of
course to be here at all one must be several rungs from the
bottom of the ladder."

Readers were admonished at the end

of the first installment to "be sure to continue, through
these stirring letters, the adventures of Patsy and her
Reno-vated friends in Nevada's divorce metropolis."
Patsy's description of her "stirring adventures" was
not a particularly flattering portrait of Reno and the
characters who inhabit the town.
·

It was not, however,

especially bad publicity for the Reno colony.

Patsy had

the excitement of seeing Vanderbilt and the odd but
glamorous trappings in the hotel that were associated with

1

~Basil Woon indicates that Cornelius Vanderbilt, Jr., was a
silent partner with Caleb Whitlock in the Flying ME near Reno.
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gambling, even the somewhat eccentric, as she described
him, Mayor of Reno, E. E.

Rob~rts.

Readers would

undoubtedly have been disappointed to read about a typical
small city, with banks, small shops, schools and churches;
Reno's vague aura of wickedness and dissipation were an
important and anticipated part of the divorce colony
mystique.

Patsy did not disappoint her readers; the

"other" Reno that Stratton and Vanderbilt had stressed was
not a part of Patsy's visit.

The "letters" home managed to

convey a great deal of information about obtaining a
divorce while sustaining Reno's image and entertaining
readers.
In the same year that Patsy made her trek to rid
herself of the temperamental Roddy, American Weekly
published a view of the other side of Reno divorce:

the

amenities available to make the stay comfortable for the
very rich.

At the time the article was written, Mrs.

Marshall Field III was in residence at the palatial Stack
estate at Lake Tahoe.

With a main house and three guest

cottages, along with ample space for servants, the estate
provided opportunity for a lifestyle similar to the one
left behind.

It was a gossipy little article, liberally

sprinkled with the names and incomes and probable alimony
settlements of the socially prominent who found themselves
seeking divorce.
The writer indicated that there was a certain hardship
81

involved when the upper class found it necessary to forgo
their social obligations to spend three months in exile in
Nevada.

It was possible to divorce in Florida; it took

longer, but the social amenities of Palm Beach were
accessible.

Nevada, however, did its best to make up for

these inconveniences; · there were resorts, "games at which
' the rich delight to relieve themselves of some of the
burdens of wealth," moving pictures, "even churches for
those who desire them," and "if prohibition officers have
ever been mean enough to visit Calneva [a North Tahoe
resort] openly, the cruel fact has never been recorded." 1 ~
American Weekly contributed to Reno's image in its
awed description of the divorces of the rich and famous.
Although Patsy had stressed the fact that it was not only
the wealthy who obtained Reno divorces, American Weekly
painted a glowing picture of how the more fortunate half
could live while shedding a spouse.

An important part of

that comfort was the concessions that Nevada made to its
"guests," including the leniency with enforcement of
prohibition.

The subtle impression was made that Nevada

had gone beyond merely doing an unpleasant though necessary
duty and was actively courting the custom of the wealthy.
"Can Reno Be Cured?"

In 1931, Paul Hutchinson was not

as accepting of the wickedness associated with Reno and
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indicated),

from

divorce as Patsy and American Weekly had been.

In a four-

article series, Hutchinson "told of the open vice,
flaunting itself more violently than ever it did in the old
days of the frontier mining camps . . . the grinding of the
divorce mill, dealing with the serious issues of family
life on the basis of a farcical residential term and a
three-minute court hearing • • . the sorry spectacle of a
state and a community prostituting itself for gain."
Hutchinson had determined that Reno had a moral sickness;
was there a cure? 131
He did not believe that protests from outside the
state would have much influence; possibly that harkened
back to the moral separation of Reno from its divorce
colony.

The California and Nevada Presbyterian Synod had

adopted a resolution condemning the "legalized vice and the
disgraceful divorce laws" and extended their sympathy to
"our fellow Christians who must live and labor to promote
morality in Nevada under the unhappy handicap which the
moral breakdown of the state presents."

Hutchinson had

observed that generally protests from outside were ignored,
possibly regarded as improper concern with local affairs;
"the total effect of these protests from outside
seems to be a stiffening of the determination of the people
of Reno to run their affairs as they please, if for no

131
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other reason than to show the rest of the nation that they
cannot be intimidated. " 132
What then would "cure" Reno?

Hutchinson noted that

"the power of the dollar opened Reno to the conquering
hordes of the purveyors of vice; the power of the dollar
will ultimately sweep this sinister crew off her streets
• . . economic motives have given, and economic motives
will have to take away.

11133

He felt that eventually the

majority of moral Reno citizens would protest and end
Reno's "wide-openness."
It is interesting to note that Hutchinson saw the
university, as had others before him, as a vulnerable
point; "it seems to me inevitable that parents outside that
city will hesitate a long time before allowing their
children to be exposed to the dangers" of Reno vice less
than a mile from campus.

Although he thought the end was

coming for open vice like gambling and prostitution,
divorce was a trickier situation.
trouble

He lamented that "the

• is that there is no important body of moral

conviction in Reno itself as to the wrongness or indecency
of the present situation . • • to the average citizen of
Reno, divorce is not a moral issue at all.
simply a legitimate business enterprise • .
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Instead, it is
II

Hutchinson's solution for Reno divorce was uniform
divorce laws across the nation, "Nevada would wake up one
morning to find that her decrees -- already under attack in
many states because of the flimsy basis of residence on
which they are secured -- are recognized practically
nowhere else."

It would have been a kind of moral boycott

of Nevada's divorce business; fail to recognize the
divorces as legal and no one would go there to get one.
Hutchinson felt the churches would have had real power to
pressure other states into that position. 1 ~
Hutchinson's solution to Reno's problem was somewhat
contradictory.

A uniform divorce code would make divorce

requirements the same all over the nation, not invalidate
Nevada decrees.

A uniform divorce law would, however, have

had a financial impact on the migratory divorce trade in
Nevada and probably have provided an effective economic
boycott.

Hutchinson seemed to find the profitability of

Nevada's divorce trade very offensive, more so than the
moral objections that he raised.

That was a fairly common

reaction to Nevada divorce; observers often seemed
affronted that Nevada's trade in

vic~

was lucrative.

Hutchinson's conviction that the churches would exert
control over divorce through the uniform divorce code was
reminiscent of the conservative point of view expressed at
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the 1906 National Congress on Uniform Divorce, when some
delegates mourned the loss of religious influence and hoped
to restore morality by regaining that influence.
In the 1934 article, "Passion in the Desert," Fortune
made the point that "there are several industries in Reno
besides the one you're thinking of," but divorce was the
most well known and the association of the city with the
"colony" was unavoidable.

Fortune went on to claim,

however, that "its chief industries are parasitic

. and

of these the greatest (which supports most of the others)
is the business of giving hopeless wives and husbands their
divorces."

The analysis of Reno was colorful, "as a city,

it performs the function of an undertaker upon dead
romances."

There followed a brief history of the state and

divorce before getting to a discussion of George Wingfield
and his association with Reno, then back to divorce. 1n
Fortune described Reno "in the liberality of its laws,
the transient character of a large share of its population
• [as] all but an independent state, a Monaco plumped
down into the middle of America."

The article pointed out

that "Reno is no longer the cult of the fashionable
divorcee.

It has to cater to the poor to keep its business

going through the depression."

Apparently to help the

poor, and others, needing severance of the marriage bonds,

135
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Fortune published in the centerfold of the article,
"Divorce:

Where, How, and to What Avail."

The handy

annotated chart listed residency requirements, allowable
grounds and remarriage restrictions for all forty-eight
states and the District of Columbia.

South Carolina was

relatively simple; there was no divorce allowed in that
state, as was New York, which only allowed divorce for
adultery; in New York there was no remarriage until death
of plaintiff unless special permission was granted by the
court and then only after three years.
The Fortune article was very detailed and provided
statistics on divorce costs, what it was like to live in
Reno as a divorcee, what it was like in the courtroom, and
what happened if one were indiscreet; "blackmail is not
infrequent in Reno."

That comment was an interesting

contrast to a later article by Inez Robb in the Seattle
Post-Intelligencer that "any -blackmail would be prosecuted
to the fullest extent of the law. 11136

The conclusion

reached by the magazine, however, was that despite the
briskness of the Reno trade, it was on its way out.

The

"fly-by-night laws (of ever quicker divorce] brought Reno a
kind of notoriety under which its citizens (despite their
talk of domestic •surgery' and marital 'physic') secretly
squirm • . • Nevada, you may be sure, has never relished
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World

in Reno,"

Seattle Post-

the cancerous growth of morbid aliens within its
borders. " 137
Fortune did not strictly separate Reno from its
divorce industry as had previous commentators, but it did
put some distance between the community and the colony by
labeling the latter a "cancerous growth of morbid aliens"
and claiming that the residents were "secretly" embarrassed
at its presence.

The article was somewhat critical of

Reno's involvement in divorce for pay, seeming to view it
as a social scavenger, but a certain amount of acceptance
was implicit in the printing of the divorce chart that
accompanied the article.
Even the more scholarly works of the time had comments
to make on Nevada's morality and divorce; Dr. Alfred Cahen
defended the West coast but not Nevada.

Regarding the idea

that divorce is a result of degeneracy, Cahen noted in his
1932 work, Statistical Analysis of American Divorce, "since
divorce is three times as frequent on the Pacific Coast as
on the Atlantic Seaboard, is it credible that the Far
Westerners are thrice as degenerate as Eastern
Americans? 11138

Cahen discounted that notion with

statistical analysis of illegitimacy rates and the number
of years couples married before they were divorced (he
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thought that degeneracy would be spotted early on).

While

Cahen discounted the overly degenerate nature of
Westerners, he was not so generous with Nevada itself.
In a discussion on migratory divorce, which he
calculated as so low, 3% of the total, as to be a · minor
aspect of the overall divorce picture, the statistician
said of Nevada, "This state by enactment of lax laws, has
become very pestiferous to other commonwealths in granting
corporation charters, divorce decrees and marriage licenses
with great liberality to anyone who will pay the price.
When Nevada reduced its divorce residence requirement from
six months to three months in 1927, it was calculated that
it must double its rate of divorce to become a commercial
success; the rate quickly doubled. " 139
Although written in 1932, Cahen's condemnation of
Nevada was reminiscent of the attitudes of a much earlier
period.

Labeling Nevada divorce as "pestiferous" seemed to

echo the sentiments of the Progressive reformers who
repeatedly tried and failed to rid Nevada of that
particular infestation.

Like others, Cahen, too, conveyed

criticism of the economic success that the divorce industry
had achieved in Nevada when it quickly doubled the divorce
rate as it had calculated it must to ·c ontinue making a
profit.
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Captioned as a "Reno Divorce Myth," Life magazine
featured a woman kissing the pillars of the Washoe County
courthouse on its cover for June 21, 1937.

Illustrated

with many pictures of the happy divorcees and the people in
Reno who contributed to that happiness, the article
furthered the image of the gaiety and highlife of the Reno
divorce mill.

Pictures of churches "with nine thousand

churchgoers in God-fearing Reno" were juxtaposed with
images of the divorcees on the town, a town with gambling,
strippers, and even a shot of the Stockade, Reno's redlight
district.
In comparison to the earlier Fortune article, Life's
examination of the Reno divorce industry was superficial,
providing little information or substantial comment.

It

did document some of the divorce-associated myths, though
it denied their truth.

In relation to Nevada image, it

seems that the full-page photo of the pretty divorcee
kissing the courthouse pillars would make a more lasting
impression than the denial in tiny print.
A slim volume published in 1967 looked at the heyday
of Reno divorce in the early 1930s and the origins of the
dude ranches.

Basil Woon created a work that encapsulated

the abundant cliches and stereotypes regarding Reno divorce
and divorcees.

Woon began his story with a description of

a "typical" divorcee:
In the year 1931, or it may have been 1 32 or '33
or '34 or even later, Jane Something-Somebody
90

felt .she just had to get a divorce, all her
friends were doing it, anyway her husband was
unfaithful or she was . • • she was 27 or 37 or
thereabouts; she had never cooked a meal in her
life or made a bed or washed anything but
herself • . . she never lacked for anything in the
world except perhaps a perpetual je nais sais
guoi which disturbed her dreams and that she knew
money couldn't buy • . • Our girl had charge
accounts at the Ritz . . . and drew a warm welcome
at Tiffany's or Cartier's . • • she had been
sheltered and paid for all her life and was{ to
cut it short, a beautiful but spoiled baby. 40
Woon's description of the stay in Reno, the background
of the divorcee, and the motivation that prompted the visit
was written in a breezy, informal style that suggested a
similar lifestyle for the people taking Reno's "cure."

His

account of the beginnings of the divorce dude ranches in
Nevada was colorful and highly romanticized.

The first of

these were primitive, "small ranches on sagebrush tracks
miles from electricity or a telephone, but with one or two
spare rooms and at least one cowboy,

[and] advertised that

'a real western cow-ranch' would consider taking 'guests
who wish to spend a short time in beautiful Nevada.'"

As

the clientele increased, the ranches expanded and became
more numerous and more comfortable, "luxury ranches like
the Washoe Pines, the Flying ME and the Donner Trail, built
for the trade, had begun to appear; these frankly 'ran'
dudes instead of cows • • •

n
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Those

Woon maintained that half the fun of getting a divorce
was staying on the dude ranches, but that there were
boarding houses for those too poor or too sedentary to
spend their time on a ranch.

According to the author,

"only one hotel in Reno could then be called distinguished
--the Riverside."

That hotel had originally provided

accommodation for wealthy mining and cattle-men but had
adapted to a new type of resident after 1931 by providing a
six-week rate.

In addition, the "six-weekers" had the

benefits of Reno's nightlife and the new gambling casinos
while being convenient to the courthouse and the offices of
their attorneys.

Woon perpetuated a myth by maintaining

that "the Truckee flowed handily nearby for them to throw
their weddings rings into. " 142

The Truckee did indeed flow

nearby, but the divorcees did not make a ritual visit to
the river to toss in the golden reminders of a failed
marriage.

Possibly one or two flung their rings into the

Truckee in a fit of pique, but it was not standard
practice.

Neither was it a post-divorce custom to kiss the

pillars of the Washoe county courthouse after the granting
of a final decree.
Possibly motivated by the resurgence of divorce in the
wartime years, Inez Robb in the American Weekly section of
the Hearst newspaper chain published a ten-part series on

142
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Reno, focusing mainly on divorce.

Robb's articles

reiterated and reinforced the image that had been evolving
since the 1906 Corey divorce.

Robb prefaced her study of

Reno with the comment that, "divorce, quick and easy has
made Reno internationally famous.

But what really makes

Reno unique is her position as the true daughter and
spiritual capital of a maverick state which refuses to join
her 47 sister common-wealths in any attempt to regulate the
morals of her citizens or remake human nature. " 143
Robb remarked that "preconceived ideas on Reno and its
divorce causes are bound to prove excess and useless
baggage," then proceeded to repeat as truth just about
every myth and stereotype that was ever attributed to Reno.
She had pictures of kissing the courthouse pillar, tossing
rings in the river, the stories of the cowboy and the lady
--all the old tales were retold.

There was a decent

history of Nevada divorce nestled between the stories of
the antics of the gay divorcees, but Robb contributed to
the old Reno image.

The language had been updated, she

often referred to divorcees as "Babe," the process of
divorce as "shucking," a gigolo as a "gig," but the idea of
Reno as a wide open town peopled with immoral, desperate
people seeking illusive happiness was little different than
the theme in Vanderbilt's novel or the image perpetuated in

1

~Inez Robb, Seattle Post-Intelligencer, May 7, 14, 21, 28,
and June 4, . 11, 18, 25, and July 9, 1944.
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a dozen other articles or novels since about 1910.
Between 1906, the year of the Corey divorce that
brought Reno into the limelight as a divorce destination,
and 1916, the divorce rate in Nevada increased by 444.5%
In 1906, Nevada had granted 119 divorces and by 1916 that
number had increased to 648.

Although most of the states

reported an increase in the number of divorces granted in
that period, some rather substantial, particularly in the
West, no other state came close to the type of increase
that Nevada experienced.

California's and Montana's

increases were about 200%, but even compared with their
major rise Nevada's increase was more than twice as large.
The increase for the United States as a whole was 57.6% 144
The leap in numbers translated into a boom in the
divorce business.

It began slowly but accelerated as more

people became aware of Nevada's lenient divorce code, a
code that became ever more lenient as the state accommodated itself to the increased demand for divorce and
capitalized on the new industry.

As awareness of Nevada's

unusual business enterprise spread across the nation,
comment on the business of divorce began and increased with
the boom.
With certain exceptions, those who depicted Nevada
from the outside grew more accepting and less critical of

1

~arriage and Divorce. 1916. 1922-1932, United States Bureau
of the Census, 1934, 1978 reprint, Table 3, 13.
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Reno's role in divorce as time passed.

From the Los

Angeles Times' 1910 perception of Reno as a blemish on the
landscape to Inez Robb's breezy 1944 appraisal of Reno and
divorce, the reception of Reno and divorce underwent
significant adjustment.

This progression reflected

changing attitudes toward divorce itself and more
acceptance of what had once been barely tolerated, if not
unacceptable.

Lynne Carol Halem attributes part of this

acceptance to changes within the social scientific
community and notes, "from the end of the war (World War
II] into the 1970s, the social sciences played a major role
in popularizing and legitimizing clinical ideas on
divorce. " 145
Reno's "wickedness" also had the lure of the
forbidden.

It was almost titillating to read about and

speculate upon the "goings on" out in the wild west.
Life and Inez Robb capitalized on this attitude:

Both

Life with

its pictures of strippers and the infamous Stockade, Robb
. with her glib tales of Reno gigolos and heartbroken
divorcees.
Reno was great entertainment.

Even with condemnation

came attention and that attention was good for business.
Reno was an easy target at which the rest of the world
could take aim, clucking over her wicked ways and

145
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unrepenting attitude.

over the decades, however, as Reno

refused to change and repent, it was the "outside" that
changed and moderated its attitudes.

What had been vaguely

indecent and scandalous became a legitimate source of
vicarious thrills.

Divorce was more acceptable and Reno's

provision for divorce was permissible, even respectable.

96

Image:

From the Inside Looking Out

Reno sits here upon a river-meadow with her back
against the High Sierra and her face towards the
Great Desert--and does not care what people say
of her.
Reno has not cared for fifty years.

Sixty years.

She neither affirms nor denies. Her living depends
on mystery. Her living depends on having people talk
about her. 146
Did Reno care?

Did Nevada care?

aware of Reno's "bad" reputation?

Were the citizens

Were they concerned?

The answers to those questions must be a qualified "yes."
The people of Nevada were aware of the reputation that the
state was developing as a haven for the unhappily married;
not all viewed such a reputation as bad or undesirable.
Concern over the "reputation" resulted in a variety of
responses.

And those responses differed over the years.

In 1905, a cartoonist who would become quite well
known in his relatively brief sojourn in Nevada came to the
mining boomtown of Tonopah from the gold rush of the
Klondike.

Arthur Buel began drawing cartoons for the

Tonopah Sun and adopted a burro as his trademark.

Buel

commented on and satirized politics, current events,
vignettes from local life, sports--just about any topic
that caught his fancy was caricatured, including divorce.
And divorce, along with the attorneys and judges who were
1
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involved in the business, was a common theme in his
cartoons.

One familiar picture showed Nevada's divorce

mill, a large metal grinder, accepting complaints and
churning out decrees while his burro comments that
"Business is Booming," Democracy plans to divorce Judge
Bartlett, Cupid laments the local newspaper divorce notes,
and Harriman plans a daily divorce train. 147
In 1906, Lindley

c.

Branson, editor and publisher of

The Tonopah Daily Sun, gave a none too optimistic
assessment of wedded bliss, concluding that a man marries
only when his nights get lonely and his socks need darning.
According to Branson, when "in sheer desperation, a man
leaves the life of a celibate to enjoy, partially at least,
the life of a benedict,· that marriage, nine times out of
ten will be an unhappy one." If that happens "at the risk
of being considered profane, at the risk of being thought
an unbeliever, at the risk of being sacrilegious-divorces, although instituted by man, are, when many of the
modern marriages are taken into consideration, better than
matrimony."

Branson continued to admonish those who were

unhappily wed not to let the teachings of church, home or
other social institutions interfere with their happiness.
One must follow instinct and "let the world say what it
please" for "the happiness of the commonwealth depends upon

147

Phillip I. Earl, "Arthur Buel," The Nevadan Today, March 12,
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the happiness of the individual." 1 ~
Branson's editorial was intriguing because he was a
happily married, devoted family man.

He came from a Quaker

background with a strong commitment to marriage and family.
Later in his life he was vehemently anti-divorce.

It's

difficult to determine whether Branson was writing to the
predominantly male readership in a rough and tumble mining
camp or whether he was expressing his own opinions,
opinions that might have changed at a later date.

Whether

sincere or tongue-in-cheek, Branson's editorial was an
effective defense of Nevada's divorce practices.
Three years later, however, Branson appears . to have
had a change of heart:

"Reno cruelty has a wide arc.

It

stretches from actual coarse brutality to the finest shades
of annoyance.

For instance, by a fine line of reasoning,

if one's husband becomes obnoxious, or tiresome or
irritating, that irritation he produces is cruelty.

For is

not he the cause of the irritation, and is not irritation
cruel?"

So editorializes Branson again in a 1909

commentary on "Reno's Busy Divorce Mill."

The discussion

of Reno divorce was prompted by the attempt by actress
Virginia Harned to obtain a Nevada divorce by sending in
her application by mail along with a board bill for six
months.

1

The editor made light of grounds for divorce in

~The Tonopah Daily Sun, April 2, 1906.
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Nevada and the lenient interpretation of the same but noted
i~

that

had gone too far and Reno was going to tighten up

its enforcement of the residency requirement:
Everybody is glad to see the divorcons (sic] come to
Reno. The hotel people, the butcher, the green
grocer, the man with the little game, the Washoes,
and everybody just joins hands and sings, "Welcome,
welcome, little stranger." For it all means money.
But Reno itself is getting real piqued at the way
the six-months' clause is being treated. T~at is
not going to be so flexible hereafter. The judges
don't like it either, because they don't feel it
is strictly legal. The Reno folk don't object to
it for any such reason as that, though--oh, my, now.
But if all those divorcons can be forced to stay
right in town for that whole six months, just look
at how much more gold is going to flow into the
coffers. 149
The editorial further described Reno as the "only real
eighteen carat fine divorce Paradise in the world--now that
Sioux Falls has developed a conscience."

But it also poked

fun at Reno's lack of amenities and entertainment:

there

wasn't much to do but admire the scenery, the Indians or
the local cowboys and Chinese.

There was a movie house

and a cheap vaudeville now and then; Reno had no golf but
fine walking and fishing.

It wasn't much but "such is Reno

--climate, divorce mill, Washoe bucks and squaws playing
poker and seven-up, roulette wheels, cowboys, miners and
pretty, mismated ladies.

Maybe, when Reno gets as rich as

Sioux Falls did, it can develop a conscience, too.
yet 'irritated' wives and 'deserted' husbands.

149

The Tonopah Sun, May 15, 1909.
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But not

Cheer up!

Not yet! "

150

In 1910, the Reno Evening Gazette reprinted an editorial from the New York Times on the subject of Nevada's
divorce colony.

The editorial was not as scathing as some

examinations of the situation existing in Reno had been and
would be; the article did make the point that "the divorce
colony . . . is not an influence for immorality.

On the

contrary, the conduct of the colonists is invariably
circumspect."

The Times did, however, express concern over

the objection of the citizens of Reno to the existence of
the colony, a colony that some Reno residents found
"irksome."

The editorial believed that "a few of .

(Reno's] merchants and hotelkeepers may welcome the divorce
colonists, and a host of her lawyers, but the people are
generally said to feel that Reno would be improved by the
abolition of the colony."

The Times concluded that "Reno's

easy divorces have assuredly become a scandal affecting the
social fabric of the whole country.

11151

The Reno Evening Gazette did not agree with that
sweeping statement nor with the Times' assessment of the
"feeling that is supposed to exist in this city toward the
people who come here to find easy and painless termination
of marital infelicity."

The Gazette discounted "weird"

150
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stories circulating about Reno and the colony and maintained that people coming to Nevada to divorce come to Reno
because it "is the metropolis of the state and presents
more pleasant surroundings than any other Nevada town."
The editor then launched into a defense of divorce, citing
the fact that Nevada's laws were not new, that people made
mistakes in marriage, even though they enter into a union
with the best intentions,
In the face of all the critics of divorce, and
knowing full well the prating, smug answer that
will be made to that question (should an unhappy
marriage be forced to continue until adultery has
been committed, the only allowable grounds for
divorce in New York], we say that the law which
allows a mistake to be corrected, which permits
sunlight to come again into a darkened, blighted
life, is more charitable, more merciful, more just,
than the steelclad statute which maintains that
not until the man or the woman is found guilty of
adultery shall they be free of one another. 152
In 1913, many of Reno's civic minded citizens would
not have concurred with that sentiment; they were concerned
about image and public morality.

They were concerned

enough to attend public meetings, write to their legislators and make the slightly infamous train ride to Carson
City and bully their representatives into altering state
law and, temporarily, tolling the death knell for
Nevada divorces.

~uick

At the time that the change in the law

was put before the legislature for consideration, the Reno
Evening Gazette editorialized that "public opinion would be

152
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divided as to the expediency or wisdom of amending the
divorce statues in any way."

Those who opposed the change,

"insist, and not unreasonably, that Nevada is being forced
by an unjust public sentiment . . . to abandon her position
on the divorce question . . . "

The Gazette was very aware

of Nevada's stained reputation and admitted, "we all fear
public condemnation and public censure," and was of the
opinion that Governor Oddie, who had supported the change
in divorce law reflected "a considerable element of the
prevailing public sentiment of the state

11153

Obviously still very aware of Nevada's poor reputation, in 1928, the president of the Nevada Bar Association
informed an audience of men's service club members that
"Reno must choose between the University of Nevada and the
divorce colony as 'artificial resources.'"

A. L. Scott had

spoken of Nevada's successful track record with the
development of both natural and artificial resources:
metallic and non-metallic minerals, scenic beauty, railroads, livestock and grazing.

When he spoke of Reno,

however, he noted that the city had "two major artificial
resources--the university on the hill and the divorce
colony.

You cannot have both."

Although Scott did not

mention reasons for his uncompromising statement, he urged
that the university be moved to Carson City if Reno found

153
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that it could not do without the colony.

He informed his

audience that he made his statement with the best of
motives. 154
Probably the most eloquent, certainly the longest,
explanation and defense of Reno and its colony and marital
practices was that made by Judge George A. Bartlett in his
1931 book, Men. Women and Conflict.

Bartlett's work was a

collage of the history of divorce, commentary on modern
life and advice that he felt competent to dispense as a
result of his years on the bench.

He gave advice to

brides, young husbands and even discussed birth control.
Bartlett had some interesting statistics about divorce
and pointed out that Nevada's divorce rate was "greatly
swelled by persons desiring to exercise their
constitutional rights to 'Liberty and the pursuit of
happiness,' and who cannot do so at home."

He admitted

that while about 87% of the divorces granted in New York
were to natives, in Nevada that percentage was only 21%.
Bartlett agreed that the divorce rate in the United States
was rapidly rising but felt that what to one person was an
alarming fact ., to another was only a simple and natural
fact:
The alarmists in the matter of divorce are
the reactionaries, the stand-patters, the
anti-progressives. In their minds life is all
blocked out into neat little checker board squares,
and they fight tooth and nail against anything that
1

~Nevada State Journal, March 14, 1928.
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threatens to disturb their orderly arrangement.
Those who take the divorce increase as a simple,
natural fact include the flexible, far-visioned
individuals who see life as an ever-changing, everprogressing force.
They realize that the present
era is marked by social and economic readjustment
so great as to be almost tantamount to upheaval.
They understand, therefore, that a readjustment
of standards concerning the marriage relation,
along with the rest, is not only natural but inevitable. 155
Bartlett compared the acceptance of divorce with the
acceptance of surgery; in the earlier, superstitious
periods what was not known was feared and labeled unnatural.

It didn't occur to those who maintained that

since their ancestors had remained married for life that
they should; that "through ignorance and bigotry and fear,
sufferers from mismatement, like sufferers from appendicitis, have endured unbearable misery until death put an
end to their sufferings."

He stated that he was not

defending divorce, though he believed in it; rather, he
wanted to make the point that:

"whether we like it or not,

divorce is here; it is increasing; and, it is difficult to
evade the conclusion that it is by all means here to stay
Whether right or wrong, divorce has become a integral
part of our social structure . • •
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Women and Conflict,

(New York,

It wasn't entirely accurate for Bartlett to deny that
he was defending divorce.

In his assertions that divorce

was an inevitable part of a changing society he was making
an important defense for Nevada's part in the divorce
industry.

Bartlett's analogy of surgery and divorce can be

taken a step farther and applied to the business of
divorce.

The "old sawbones," physicians, were once viewed

with contempt and fear by a society that failed to understand medicine, and so, too, was a state that provided an
important and misunderstood service to ailing marriages.
Bartlett made the point that those who viewed divorce with
understanding, as a natural part of life, were "flexible,
far-visioned individuals;" it was possible to extend that
description to Nevada and its divorce colony.
In a work compiled by the Writers' Program of the Work
Projects Administration, published in 1940, Nevada:

A

Guide ·to the Silver State, very little mention was made of
the subject of divorce.

What was said, however, was non-

critical of Nevada's divorce situation,
Hatred of hypocrisy is an outstanding characteristic
of the people of the Silver State, a characteristic
which has given rise to misunderstanding. The State
had a six-months divorce law long before the rest
of the country knew about it. Many Nevadans hold
marriage a private contract and believed that if the
partners made a mistake they should be given an opportunity to remedy it; furthermore, they believed that
the details of a partnership dissolution concerned
only the persons involved. However, because of the
widespread publicity about Reno divorces, the world
does not realize that Nevadans take marriage seriously. Actually, they are as impatient with those who
flout marriage as their _general tolerance for the
107

world's foibles permits. 157
Although written in the third person, giving the
initial impression of an outside view, the WPA project
expresses an inside view of Nevadans and their attitudes
toward divorce.

By stressing the tolerance of Nevadans and

their distaste for hypocrisy the federal guidebook provides
a defense of sorts for the Silver State's unusual business.
Bartlett's view of the "flexible, far-visioned
individuals" who accepted divorce as a natural part of life
was possibly the most effective defense that could be made
for the Nevada and her unusually longlived divorce colonies
in Reno and, later, Las Vegas. It was a defense that became
more valid as American society changed, as divorce became
more prevalent and acceptable, and as there was a more
widely recognized need for a location to provide for a
quick, relatively uncomplicated end to marriages.

Although

Nevada divorce was never implemented to create a haven for
those seeking divorce, it was unintentionally ahead of its
time, and eventually the balance of American law and
society closed the gap and caught up with Nevada.
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Business Realities

Other states carne to envy the monopolization by
Nevada of such a lucrative business, and
competition unsheathed its sharpened claws. 1 ~
Interest in the financial benefits of the divorce
trade was sparked fairly early, although other states did
not try to compete actively with Nevada until the Great
Depression had them scrambling for additional sources of
income.

Even within the state other towns were

cogn~zant

of the lucrative possibilities for divorce early in the
twentieth century, as one headline of 1910 indicates:
"Goldfield Now After Honors As Divorce Center.

11159

William

Schnitzer, the Reno attorney who had such widely publicized
problems with the Washoe County Bar, opened an office in
Goldfield because "I believe Goldfield is destined to
become the center of the Nevada divorce business."

In

reporting this move, the Tonopah Bonanza took pains to
comment that "Tonopah is not taking any back seats in the
matter of divorces, and that decrees are granted here with
astonishing regularity." 160

Neither Goldfield nor Tonopah
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was able to topple Reno from its perch as the premier
divorce colony in the state, but it was not from lack of
interest.

And it was certainly not because either town

expressed doubt about the moral correctness of such an
industry.
Awareness of the profitability of divorce was illustrated also in 1910 when gambling was shut down.

When Reno

business interests were forced by declining incomes to take
stock of their options, "they began to sit up and take
notice of the divorce colony and note its contribution to
the existence of the city and town."

Statistics indicated

that, totaling only filing fees, $6,000 was collected in
Washoe County in one week alone; that amount did not take
into consideration money spent on living expenses.

A Reno

attorney estimated that the "divorce business was worth
$50,000 a month to Reno."

The newspaper noted that the

inhabitants of the colony were generally happy; some were
even considering Nevada as their permanent residence.
was fine with the longtime residents:

That

"while Nevada laws

are liberal the people are also of the same frame of mind
and are welcoming both the applicants and their money. 11161
That same awareness of the lucrative nature of divorce
was emphasized in 1913 when the residency requirement was
lengthened.

161
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community of Reno was responsible for changing the law back
again after Reno's economy slumped so drastically.
Outsiders, however, were not always aware of the light in
which divorce was viewed in Reno.

When a hairdresser in

Reno commented to a visitor that the new one-year law had
cut down on the number of boarders and lodgers, the Reno
woman was acknowledging that divorce was a business for the
town and that business had been hurt by the reform effort.
The visitor was startled and somewhat offended. 162
In November of 1922, the Nevada Businessmen's Association commissioned a full page advertisement in the Nevada
State Journal titled "A Recapitulation of the Divorce
Issues."

This document was an appeal to the voters to

examine carefully the issues involved in Questions 3 and 4
on the ballot in the upcoming election.
read:

Question No. 3

Shall that certain act proposed by initiative

petition, changing divorce law, permitting interlocutory 163
decree and eliminating less than six months' residence be
approved?"

Question No. 4 read:

"Shall that certain act

of the legislature, substituting for proposed act referred
to in Question 3, eliminating interlocutory feature and

1
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(New York, 1915), 117.
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An interlocutory decree is a "provisional or temporary"
decree, an order that is issued by the court prior to a final
judgement. For Nevada divorce reformers it would have been a way
to slow down the divorce process.
Definition from Black's Law
Dictionary, 4th ed., (St. Paul, Minnesota, 1957).
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requiring six months' residence in all cases, THUS LEAVING
THE DIVORCE LAW AS IT NOW IS, be approved? 11164
The Businessmen's Association attacked the effort to
change Nevada divorce law on the grounds that divorce is
not a moral issue and posed the question, "if a divorce be
a moral and humane thing after a year's residence, why not
just as moral and just as humane after a residence of six
months?"

They further "challenged the opposition" to show

that a single University of Nevada student had been
corrupted by immoral people seeking divorce in Nevada;
challenged them to prove that the morals of those same
people were substandard; ridiculed their assertions that
those people were wrecking homes in Nevada.

They pointed

out that Nevada law regulating divorce was the most humane
among the states in the nation, was "substantially the same
as the uniform law recommended by the American Bar

Associa~

tion," that it had not been created to induce people to
come to Nevada for divorce and concluded, "why should it
now be changed to keep away those who wish to come here to
take advantage of those enlightened provisions?"
Beyond the issue of the disputed morality of migratory
divorce clients and the socially advanced laws of Nevada, a
chief concern of the Association was "the Protection of All
Nevada's Investments."

164
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represented "thousands of dollars in investments" in Nevada
and that "those investments are threatened by this eternal
agitation of the divorce law."

The proposed change in

divorce law under consideration would threaten Nevada
wages, lower Nevada property values and place the increased
tax burden on all the citizens of the state, not just those
in one community.

They concluded by imploring

voters to

"Ascertain the Truth and Then Vote YES to Question 4 and NO
to Question 3." 1 ~
The response by the Businessmen's Association to the
threat posed by reform elements in the state underscores
the awareness of the importance and profitability of the
divorce industry in Nevada, particularly in Reno.

Reno

businessmen needed only to look back to the financial
disaster of 1913 to realize that the threat to their
livelihood was real.

In that year, when the reform

movement prevailed, a newspaper in a neighboring town had
charged that the businessmen had no one to blame for the
loss of the divorce business but their representatives in
the state legislature:
If the Reno businessmen have any one to thank for
losing the profitable business of the divorce
colony they must look to the Washoe county delegation. Had they been willing to waive all legislative patronage in exchange for their pet divorce
measure remaining intact they could have made the

113

trade in five minutes. 1 ~
In 1922 Reno was. not going to repeat the error of not
allotting close attention to their business interests and
protecting those interests.

At a meeting of the Nevada

Businessmen's Association held in October of· that year, the
need to inform the voters about the issues on the ballot
was emphasized.

In "A Recapitulation of the Divorce

Issues" the point had been made that the involvement of
lawyers in opposition to the change in the divorce law was
not the issue.

The reform movement of this and earlier

periods had charged that attorneys were looking out for
their own best interests in protecting divorce statutes and
not the interests of the state.

The names of 56 Active

Supporting Members were listed in the advertisement, and it
was noted that there was support from "fully as many more,
none of whom are lawyers. " 167

In that October meeting,

however, attorneys dominated the discussion of the divorce
legislation and the motions made regarding action to be
taken. 168
In its "Passion in the Desert" article previously
discussed, Fortune noted:
Whatever you may think of Reno's morals, the liberality of its rulers toward man's essential appetites
has paid its bills, The divorce industry in itself
1

~carson City Appeal, May 13, 1913.

167

Nevada State Journal, November 5, 1922.

1

~evada State Journal, October 21, 1922.
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is small, compared with mining, farming, or the
breeding of livestock. But its profits have been
large, its overhead small; and it has served as a
stimulant to keep business from stagnation in Nevada
when times were hard.
It made the point that times were getting better in Nevada
after some hard years; mining was looking up "and Reno,
feeling the unfamiliar sunlight of this long-delayed new
day, already looks askance at its divorce traffic."

The

shorter divorce laws lured lower income divorcees, but the
income was no greater than when they had fewer, but
wealthier, clientele who stayed longer.

Fortune maintained

that "divorce has been only incidental, a profitable
interlude patiently to be endured.

With the return of

prosperity to the mines, Reno's bars will seethe with talk
of claims and stocks and lodes; cruelty, adultery, desertion will fade into the background again.
regret that--least of all Nevada .

And nobody will

11169

That was not a completely accurate assessment of the
situation in Nevada.

The repeated resistance to efforts to

alter divorce law and do away with Reno's lucrative
enterprise indicate a willingness on the part of Reno to do
more than to tolerate divorce.

They encouraged and

welcomed the divorce business and did the same for any
gro~th

1

of that unique industry.

~"Passion in the Desert," 132.
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In the Chamber of Commerce circular that was reprinted
in Lilyan Stratton's book on Reno, no overt mention was
made of the divorce industry.

However, amidst extolling

the city's virtues, beauty, opportunity, healthy climate
and other attractions, mention was made of the reasonable
cost of living, noting that "one person can live well on
$75 a month." 1ro

That point, in combination with other

information, especially regarding the availability of
apartments and hotels, could be interpreted as a subtle
message _to the divorce seeker.
R~no

business had put far too great an investment in

the accoutrements of the divorce industry to regard it in
any way as temporary.

From George Wingfield's luxurious

Riverside Hotel, built in 1927, to the numerous dude
ranches that proliferated in the surrounding countryside,
substantial capital had been invested to attract and cater
to the divorcees.

Divorce was not incidental to these

businessmen, and they would have viewed the demise of
divorce with regret.
As the importance of divorce as business gradually
declined, it was replaced by the growing tourist industry.
Gambling, legalized in 1931, the same year the six week
residency requirement was implemented, began to grow in the
post-World War II period.

Visitors were attracted to the

1

rostratton, 59.
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state by another industry with an aura of wickedness.
Those visitors, however, utilized essentially the same
facilities that the divorce trade had used and kept the
same businesses profitable.

117

Why the Fuss?

"I believe the result would be like that experienced
by the Roman Republic, which, under the sway of easy
divorce, rotted away and perished,--blasted by the
mildew of unchaste mothers and dissolute homes."
-- Horace Greeley (p. 581)
In the wake of the Corey divorce in 1906 and Reno's
rise to national prominence as a destination for the
miserably married, Richard Lillard pointed out that "Reno
was no longer just a wayside railroad town.
famous terminus.
ation. 11171

It was a

It was a focal point in American civiliz-

Why did Reno and the divorce colony become so

famous/infamous?

Why did some people leave their home

state, family and friends for six months, three months or
six· weeks to obtain divorces and why were others so
appalled with the custom?

Why was the divorce rate rising

and why was there such a determined effort to halt that
rapid rise in marital breakups?
The divorce rate, as noted, rose rapidly in the
century after the Civil War, and the structure of American
society was changing.

The role of the family and the role

and responsibilities of the members of the family were
shifting and altering.

171

The focus on the family as an

Lillard, 339.
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economic unit was altering; more people became wage
earners, both men and women, in an urban setting.

Members

of society and observers of society perceived the changes,
noted the rise in divorce and the breakup of the family,
the basic unit of society, and the alarm was sounded.

In

his analysis of the rise of divorce and the conservative
reaction to that increase, Phillips has made the point that
"during the last decades of the nineteenth century, a
period of general social conservatism throughout the world,
divorce became a major issue of social debate. 111 n

Divorce

was an evil that was destroying American society and Nevada
was the very visible site where that evil was perpetuated,
actually welcomed.
In the years immediately after the Civil War, American
society was undergoing a transformation.

The basis for the

change had been established in the years before the war,
but resolution of the slavery conflict and national
stability had to be assured before the country could get on
with the business of industrialization.

Now the energy and

money that had been poured into warfare could be more
profitably concentrated on the factories and industries of
the Northeast and the resources and raw materials of the
South and West.

With the renewed focus on industrializa-

tion came enormous social change.

1

nPhillips, 461.
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The pace of American life was quickening.

A people

who had been accustomed to the plodding pace of the
plowhorse could now speed across the country on the iron
horse.

Rather than waiting weeks for mail and information,

messages could now be transmitted in minutes on those
marvelous new telegraph wires spanning the nation.

Between

the end of the war and the beginning of a new century, the
United States was inundated with a veritable flood of
technology and innovation, inventions that changed the way
Americans ate, slept, worked, and thought.
Technology was not the only manifestation of change.
For some, there was a feeling of being under siege with the
waves of foreign immigration.

The migration of newcomers

to America was not a new phenomena, but, in a relatively
short period, the ethnic makeup of immigration had changed
rather drastically.

Virtually all groups of immigrants had

encountered opposition or bias from native born Americans
at one point or another, but the altered immigration of the
late nineteenth century sparked marked, sometimes violent,
opposition.

It must be noted, too, that this was a period

in time when Social Darwinism and fears of racial suicide
or racial deterioration were given credence by many vocal
and outspoken groups who promoted racial purity and
actively resisted assimilating new citizens, particularly
citizens with darker skin.
Other change was occurring as the nation settled into
120

its borders, shifting westward at an even more rapid pace
than before the war.

The rush to cash in on the mineral

discoveries made before the Civil War was a mere hint of
the torrent of humanity that would overwhelm the lands of
the West.

The population in the West increased immensely

in the decades from 1860 to 1900, from 619,000 to
4,309,000. 1n

Mobility and expansion to new frontiers has

always been an important part of American society but this
tremendous movement of population, by virtue of numbers
alone, was mobility on a scale heretofore unknown.

Adding

to the confusion and motion was the additional stress of
another westward movement just mentioned, that of the
migrants from Europe to the East coast.

The flood of

people was moving in a wave across the nation, with each
successive wave breaking upon the shores of the nation and
creating a swirling, eddying and altered society attempting
to find stability and familiarity in a rapidly changing
world.
The term Gilded Age is often used to describe America
in the late nineteenth century, and the term is synonymous
with the growth of corporate wealth and power, an image of
robber barons as scoundrels or philanthropists and of a
vast and growing group of the migrant and industrial poor.
Alan Trachtenberg labels this period of change and upheaval

1

nHistorical Statistics of the United States: Colonial Times
to 1970, Part I, U.S. Department of Commerce, 1975, 22.
121

"the Incorporation of America," and refers to a "general
process of change, the reorganization of perceptions as
well as of enterprise and institutions. 11174
America did indeed incorporate and reorganize, and the
reworking of the structure of business and manufacture
resulted in growth and production of goods on a scale
unimaginable in the antebellum period.

For example, the

number of people engaged in manufacturing, both in factories and hand and neighborhood industries, was 957,000 in
1849.

Fifty years later, in 1899, that figure had in-

creased more than five times; 5,098,000 made their living
through the manufacturing of goods.

These figures refer

only to employees involved in actual production, not to
owners or to the management level.

Figures on a single

commodity, raw steel, indicate that in 1860 the U.S.
produced 205,000 short tons; only thirty years later, by
1890, that figure had increased to 4,779,000 short tons.
Overall, the value of finished commodities, those destined
for domestic consumption, not export, had increased from
$2,813.3 million in 1869 to $7,120.8 million in 1900. 1 ~
The productivity of American industry does not,
however, denote an improvement in the standard of living
for the general population.

Alan Trachtenberg points out

174

1982)

1

1

Alan Trachtenberg, The Incorporation of America, (New York,
3•

~Historical Statistics of the United States, 666-699.
122

that "if the machine seemed the prime cause of the abundance of new products changing the character of daily life,
it also seemed responsible for newly visible poverty, slums
and an unexpected wretchedness of industrial conditions."
Hovering just below the surface, fired by violent and
bloody strikes and machine smashing, were feelings of
"bewilderment and fear. " 176

That bewilderment and fear was

another uncertainty added to the feeling of alienation that
many felt as their society appeared to transform itself
before their very eyes.

Carroll D. Wright noted in the

1880 United States Census, "the factory system necessitates
the employment of women and children to an injurious
extent, and consequently its tendency is to destroy family
life and ties and domestic habits, and ultimately the
home. "

177

In large part because of the rapid industrialization
that was taking place, there was a continued shift from the
farm to the city; America was well on its way to becoming
an urban society.

"In the 1880's, as much as 40 percent of

the population of rural townships seemed to disappear.
Images of bustling, frenetic cities arose against a
background of abandoned farmhouses and deserted villages,
and many Americans pondered the change with regret and

176

Trachtenberg, 38-9.

177

As quoted by Steven Mintz and Susan Kellogg, Domestic
Revolutions: A Social History of American Family Life, 85.
123

lament. 11178

Although the actual numerical shift from a

rural to an urban nation did not take place until the
census of 1920, Americans were leaving the countryside in
the late nineteenth century and moving into the small towns
and cities, clustering around the factories and service
industries that provided employment.

"The rush to the

cities, swelling established centers like New York and
Chicago and creating new ones like Denver and Kansas City
out of overgrown towns, brought a constant influx of
inexperienced newcomers who required jobs, homes, and a
sense of belonging. n 179
While society as a whole was undergoing substantial
change, many individual members within that society were
changing, often searching for an identity.

Recent scholar-

ship investigating women's history has clarified the role
of women in the family and in the history of the American
nation.

The creation of the "domestic sphere," the

participation of women in the reform movements in the
antebellum years and the struggle for franchise that
coincided with the abolition movement, then stalled during
the Civil War and Reconstruction, have all been reexamined
in an attempt to focus an often indistinct aspect of
American history and to present a more balanced view of the

1

~rachtenberg, 114.
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1

Robert H. Wiebe, The Search for Order. 1877-1920 (New York,
12 o
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U.S. past.

Better understanding of the female role in

society and the family has led to better understanding of
the change of that role and the impact on the family and
its perception of itself.
In the last decades of the nineteenth century the
feminist movement reemerged as women strove to achieve some
measure of control over their own lives.

Women fought for

and gained better opportunities in education and used
education and training as a tool in attaining the control
they were seeking.

They took up "causes" and campaigned

for reform on a variety of issues:

temperance, suffrage,

divorce, birth control, career opportunity, the industrial
slums and immigrant living conditions, education and other
less controversial or less well known issues.

"One of the

most outstanding features of the process of adjustment to a
new world economics and a new social ethics has been the
persistent metamorphosis of women's world.

11180

That

metamorphosis of the female role in society had a major
impact on the family, the family's perception of itself,
and on

soci~ty's

perception of the family.

Women working outside the home were not unique to the
late nineteenth century; they had been doing so from
colonial times, although on a limited basis.

In that

period when 90% of the American population was rural, the

1

~Arthur W. Calhoun, Social History of the American Family,
Vol. III, (New York, 1919), 85.
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contribution of women to supporting the family was undeniably significant and valuable.

The point had been made

that this was the era when the phrase "a woman's work is
never done" undoubtedly originated. 181

Generally when women

ran a business, it was to take over as the surviving widow
upon the death of a husband.
In the early decades of the nineteenth century and the
early phases of factory manufacturing, women worked in the
textile mills, as the well-known programs at Lowell attest.
As important as women were in the textile and clothing
fields,

182

the greatest number of women were employed as

domestic servants, where the wages were much lower than
those paid in the factories.

Domestic work was not

necessarily a woman's first choice as an occupation, but
"opportunities were severely limited.

111

~

However, it was

unusual for a woman to work outside the home after marriage, and even single women weren't gainfully employed
unless it was an economic necessity.

181

carl N. Degler, At Odds:
Women and the Family in America
from the Revolution to the Present, (Oxford, 1981), 364.
1

~Degler points out that in the clothing industry women were
50% of the work force in 1850 and still 47% by 1880. In the last
half of the nineteenth century there was a 500% increase in the
number of females employed in manufacturing but because industry
had expanded so much in that period, women only accounted for 19%
of the work force in 1900. At Odds, 372.
1

~Degler, 373.
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The marketplace and expectations for women changed in
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

It

became more common for women to have jobs outside the
family circle.

To a certain extent this change affected

divorce, for it was more possible, though still difficult,
for women to end a marriage and support either themselves
or a family.
"The acculturation of immigrants, westward expansion,
industrialization, urbanization, and the feminist movement
all sorely taxed order and national cohesiveness." 1 ~

And

order and national cohesiveness were strongly desired in a
nation that had been torn asunder by a bloody and cruel war
between brothers and among families and had barely
recovered when it was faced with rapid and overwhelming
change in the entire structure of its society.
The American family, as well as the nation, was
undergoing a transformation, with the role of family
members changing and evolving to suit the altered circumstances occurring in the world around them.

overall,

the family structure of the late nineteenth century was
very different from that of the eighteenth or even early
nineteenth centuries.

Degler labels the nineteenth century

"'the century of the child,' " 185 referring to the idea that

1
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Social Perspectives (New York, 1980), 28.
185

Degler, 72.
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childhood was a separate and distinct stage of life, that
children were no longer perceived as "small adults;"
·"increasingly, children were viewed as individuals, as
persons in their own right.n 186
As an outgrowth of this changing perception of
children, there was an altered understanding of the
function of the child's mother.

The role of the mother

became particularly important in the task of raising the
newly recognized child.

In earl"ier periods the father had

been primarily responsible for inculcating offspring with
the values and mores of the society in which the family
lived.

Gradually the mother began to be recognized as the

primary influence in the rearing of the family offspring.
This relatively recent acknowledgment of the mother's role
undoubtedly made divorce and the breakup of the family even
more repugnant to observers of the American family.
A significant aspect of changing American life in the
years between the end of the Civil War and the beginning of
the Second World War was the increased dissemination of
information; that is, the mass media.

What constituted

news and the distribution of that news changed in the 1880s
and 1890s.

A new form of journalism was evolving, assisted

by developing technology that "enhanced capacity for swift

186

Degler, 71.
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gathering and disseminating of news. 11187

Newspapers and

magazines were in fierce competition in the metropolitan
areas and searched relentlessly for items that would shock,
entertain, and amaze their readers.

Telegraphic press

services were distributing information that "'made all the
leading papers so nearly alike as to their news that one
does not differ in that respect materially from the
others. ' "

188

While reporters and editors were constantly

attempting to go one step further than their competitors in
an effort to attract the reading public, the basic information that the

p~blic

was digesting was relatively uniform.

That uniformity was certainly obvious in the research and
reading of Nevada's newspapers undertaken for this project.
It is quite possible that the uniformity contributed
significantly to the creation of Nevada's image and fueled
some of the moral outrage over Nevada's custom of toleration of "sin" for profit.
In 1909 it was noted that "the old economic framework
of the family has largely fallen away, leaving more of the
strain on the personal tie. 11189

The emotional attachment

had existed before in marriage, but it was bolstered by the

187

Trachtenberg, 123.

188

Trachtenb~~g, 124.

189

E. A.
Ross / quoted by David M. Kennedy in "The Family,
Feminism, and Sex at. the Turn of the Century," The Private Side of
American History, 2nd ed., (New York, 1979), 119.
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sense of partnership when each person knew their place
within the family structure, what their contribution was to
the family economy.

With more women working outside the

home the roles had changed and with more men working in an
industrial situation their position, too, had altered.

The

rural economy had rather rigidly delineated roles, but that
rigidity provided the stability of the familiar.

With

change, "the family had taken on increased, rather than
diminished, emotional significance . • . Rising divorce
rates signaled more than the ease of separation .

. . they

also bespoke the difficulty of adjustment to the intensified emotional demands of family life. 11190
If we regard the Victorian patriarchal family
as an essentially new institution, rather than
as the last gasp of a dying one, we can see
why divorce became a necessary part of the family system. When families are large and loose,
arouse few expectations, and make few demands,
there is no need for divorce. But when families
become the center ·of social organizations, their
intimacy can become suffocating, their demands
unbearable, and their expectations too high to
be easily realizable. Divorce then becomes the
safety valve that makes the system workable.
Those who are frustrated or oppressed can escape
their families, and those who fail at what is
regarded as the most important human activity can
gain a second chance. Divorce is, therefore, not
an anomaly or a flaw in the system, but an essential feature of it. When the modern family came
to dominate society in the nineteenth century,
divorce became common. 191
The society that was living through those changes in

190

Kennedy, 12 0.

191

0 'Neill, 6-7.
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the family and the perception of its role could only see
and sense change and not the underlying cause.

They were

observing a world that was rapidly becoming unfamiliar;
long, fondly held beliefs about proper, respectable
behavior were being ignored in the rush.

And probably most

telling, divorce--that hotly debated, dreaded and
scandalous end to a marriage--was on the increase.

Not

just gradually increasing, either; divorce rates were
exploding.

According to the

u.s.

Bureau of the Census in

their Special Report on Marriage and Divorce from 1867 to
1906, in 1887 a total of 27,919 divorces were granted in
the continental United States.
risen to 72,062. 1 ~

By 1906, that number had

In 1860 the divorce rate was 1.2 per

1000 marriages; by 1900 it was elevated to 4.5 per
thousand.

From 1867 to 1929, roughly within the time frame

of this study, U.S. population increased 300%, the rate of
couples marrying increased almost 400%, but the rate of
couples divorcing increased 2,000%. 1 ~

"By 1891, it was es-

timated that more divorces were being 'granted in the
United States than • • • in all Europe, outside the Balkan
Peninsula, all civilized Australia and America.' " 194

~u.s. Bureau of the Census, Special Reports:
Divorce. 1867-1906, 3.
1

193

Marriage and

Alfred Cahen, Statistical Analysis of American Divorce, (New
York, 1932, 21.
194

Halem, 28.
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Phillips noted that "during the long nineteenth
century social and political theorists and experimenters of
all kinds put the Western family on the examination table,
diagnosed its afflictions, and prescribed remedies.

Some

called for radical surgery, others for more cosmetic
treatment.

Hardly any declared the family to be in good

health. 11195

One of the most common fears and accusations

made by moralists and opposition to divorce reform was that
loosening of the strictures on divorce increased the number
of divorces and contributed to the failing health of the
family.

"This is, in fact, almost universally so, as the

study of trends in divorce has shown.

Whenever divorce law

has been liberalized, the divorce rate has increased,
sometimes dramatically

11 196

In discussing the divorce of a California couple in
1878, Robert Griswold notes, "The Chandlers . . . sever(ed]
one of the nineteenth centuries most sacred bonds.

Their

decision was neither easy nor common, given the cultural
importance of the nineteenth-century family:

on it

depended social order, public morality, civic virtue and
individual happiness.

To break a marriage, therefore,

represented a direct challenge to nineteenth century
morality, but more and more Americans were willing to take

195

Phillips, 513.

196

Phillips, 314.
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that risk. " 197
Nevada's apparent defiance of the mores of the period
could be viewed as an affront to society, particularly
offensive when the profitability of the enterprise was
taken into consideration.

As quoted earlier, Paul Hutchin-

son had accused the state of "prostituting itself for
gain."

It is perhaps forgivable to sin but to make money

on it changes the perspective completely.

The Los Angeles

Times had referred to Reno as a "boil, draining the
corruption" of Nevada.

The Times certainly draws a graphic

analogy but one that illustrates the disgust with which
other states viewed Nevada's business initiative.
Divorce was threatening American society; it was
viewed with very real apprehension.

Society's response was

probably similar to the 1980s response to statistics often
released via the news media about drug use and sales among
elementary school children.

The American public is

horrified and anxious about the future of a nation with
such a major problem, a problem that affects the family.
The inner city areas and ghettos where those figures are
often compiled are viewed with fear and distaste.

How much

more intense would that response be if the governments and
local bureaucracy there legalized and encouraged the sale
and use of those drugs?

197

1890,

Robert L. Griswold, Family and Divorce in California, 1850(Albany, 1982), 1.
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The Silver State was facilitating, even encouraging,
the very problem that was threatening the future of the
family.

Highly visible divorcees flitted into Reno to rid

themselves of an unwanted spouse, and the media reported
their gay· times and irresponsible attitudes.

They also

reported the tragedy and heartbreak that was associated
with the divorce colony..

At times the true story was

exaggerated, at times fabricated, all in the pursuit of
interesting reading, but it was always contributing to and
perpetuating the image of Reno divorce.

An image of an

industry that imperiled the family, and "'whatever tends to
deteriorate the marriage relation and consequently the
home, tends to deteriorate the whole machinery of life,
whether social or political.' 11198

Factors other than

divorce were affecting the American family, and this was
acknowledged, but divorce was the factor that was significant for and within the State of Nevada.

Divorce was

the factor that was under siege for decades and the factor
that was, and still is, associated with Reno and Nevada.
Divorce was the tarnish on the Silver State.

19

~ennedy, 117 •
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