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INTRODUCTION


Las Vegas is a fascinating place to live. Nowhere else are people as encouraged to come and leave their inhibitions behind as they are in Las Vegas. The city can treat a person to the spoils of Rome one day and the cafes of Paris the next. It is the only place in the world where you can walk from New York to Egypt and back, all in one afternoon. It doesn’t care who you are, what you do for a living, or what you call yourself … it just invites you to come, and it lets you call it Vegas.


A drive from the airport to the Strip will expose visitors to billboards full of half-naked people alongside major stars. Vegas is one of the last places where you can stay in the same hotel as a celebrity or rub elbows at a gaming table. It is a town where you are almost expected to get into trouble. And having done so, know that not only will it be okay, but the town will keep it secret.


Las Vegas is a town only one hundred years old that in many ways is still trying to find itself. Starting as a Western gambling camp, it has evolved into a major resort destination, reinventing itself many times along the way. Las Vegas is known for discarding its past, like most people discard clothing, imploding buildings with little care for their historic value. Yet it preserves its precious neon signs and it keeps a death grip around other parts of the past that had an arguably small impact on the town—such as Las Vegas’s fascination with Elvis Presley.


It is called “Sin City,” but Las Vegas also has a strong religious community and was founded, at least in part, by a major religious organization, one that has a strong presence in the community to this day. Unfortunately too many people visit Las Vegas without enjoying its spectacular scenery and wonderful natural resources. But when a town promotes gaming and entertainment as much as Vegas does, what can you expect?


Opulence is king in Vegas, and I have chosen many stories to show that in particular. However, Las Vegas has always been a town that made its own path, not necessarily being worried about the perception of other people or other towns. And in my humble opinion, that is what makes Las Vegas special. So I have also chosen stories that show the pioneer spirit that I feel has never left this town. As I said, it is a wonderful place to live and I hope that these stories give you a taste of just how special this little town really is. Enjoy.




MORMONS ARRIVE IN LAS VEGAS


1855


William Bringhurst stopped to wipe the beads of sweat that dripped from his forehead and gathered on the back of his bright red neck. The scorching June sun had taken a heavy toll on the bodies and spirits of him and his twenty-nine men. For the past thirty-five days they had pulled, dragged, and pushed forty ox-drawn wagons, fifteen cows, and a few horses through some of the harshest rocks ever assembled into a mountain range. Still, receiving a mandate from their leader Brigham Young, the men braved the more than 100-degree temperatures to settle the valley that would eventually be called Las Vegas.


The corners of Bringhurst’s mouth formed a wide grin as he looked out over the vision that opened before him. Sharp rocky cliffs had been replaced with lush green fields and fresh running water. Bringhurst and his companions may have looked over the valley that lay before them and rightly wondered if it was simply a mirage created by the hot desert heat, or if they had found a paradise in the desert. The men quickened their pace and even the animals seemed a bit more spry as the group approached a creek of fresh clear running water. The vision hadn’t been a mirage. They had finally arrived at their destination, a valley of green swaying grass and sprouting trees that the Spanish had named The Meadows. Their journey had come to an end and now they could start the work they had come here to do.


It’s strange to think that a city built on vices would have its roots in religion. But such is the case with Las Vegas. The thirty men who arrived in the valley on June 14, 1855, were members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (LDS), known as Mormons. The group, led by Bringhurst, had been sent to the area by Brigham Young, the leader of the LDS Church, to protect both the mail and the pioneers who were making their way west.


Almost since their founding in 1820, the Mormons had a difficult relationship with the U.S. government. It all began when their founder and first prophet Joseph Smith claimed to have spoken with God himself and to have translated golden tablets he received from an angel. Certainly there were those in government positions who found these claims to be a bit of a threat to their power structure.


Whether or not the claims of Joseph Smith were true, they served as a catalyst that put the fledgling church in direct controversy with members of local government. In fact, the church seemed to gather enemies almost as quickly as it gathered converts. Mayors turned to governors, who themselves turned to the United States to help rid their communities of the pesky Mormons.


While the LDS Church started in New York State, persecution forced its members to keep heading west in search of a place where they could practice their religious beliefs in peace. Government policies (the governor of Missouri signed an order to exterminate them) and mobs pushed them out of Ohio, Missouri, and eventually Illinois. In the winter of 1846, after the murder of their beloved prophet Joseph Smith two years earlier, Young started them on a migration to what would eventually become the state of Utah.


It took the LDS pioneers more than a year to make the trip through the rugged Rocky Mountains, paving trails as they went and doing so largely with handcarts. The trail they created became a major trading and travel route known as the Mormon Trail. In July 1847, Young looked over the valley of the Great Salt Lake and declared it to be “the” place. He claimed most of the Great Basin, including an area that would eventually become part of the state of Nevada. Young petitioned the U.S. government to name his newly formed territory Deseret, but the United States rejected his proposed name and instead named the territory Utah after the Native American Utes who inhabited the region. The naming showed that although the LDS Church had largely escaped oppression, it had not escaped its uneasy relationship with the United States.


Young set up a community, establishing a city he named Salt Lake. But Young’s vision for the area did not stop in the Salt Lake valley. He continued to send groups of pioneers west, settling all areas possible in the Utah Territory, eventually reaching all the way to California. Young knew that water was an essential element for survival and so he sent out groups to settle mainly where water was plentiful. He also knew the church and its members couldn’t survive without a steady flow of income, and he had an idea.


Communication in the 1800s was done mainly in the form of letters and packages that were given to wagon trains as they went westward. But a new form of transportation had taken hold of the west, making it much easier to get mail. Letters were placed in saddlebags that were then carried by small, fast-moving horses across the plains to the west. Called the Pony Express, the service was looking to expand to California and Young wanted that passage to go through the trail his members had created.


The U.S. government awarded a contract to the Mormons for carrying the mail westward to California. When the United States allocated funds to build a military road on the Mormon Trail, Young took advantage of the opportunity and sent Bringhurst to establish a settlement post in Las Vegas.


Young chose the valley for several reasons. It was almost exactly halfway between Salt Lake and San Bernardino. The area was named Las Vegas “The Meadows” by the Spanish because the valley had an abundance of free-flowing water and lush green grass. Young presumed the area could be easily irrigated, making it easy to grow crops. The area was already an established resting place for tribes of Native American Paiutes and traders.


Having quenched their thirsts and those of their animals, Bringhurst and his men searched for a place to build a structure they could use as a fort. The valley was still unsettled, and while the Native Americans were reported to be peaceful, the Bringhurst party feared the possibility of attack from Mexican nationals who still roamed the area. Bringhurst chose a hilltop located a short distance from the springs. The hilltop was flat enough to sustain a structure and the spot allowed the group to foresee any approaching attackers. The thirty men drove their oxen to the hill and unloaded supplies from the wagons, including the material they needed to build the fort. While building the fort was the priority, Bringhurst also intended to contact the Native American Paiutes, teach them how to raise crops, and bring them the word of God.


Bringhurst sent men out to find large stones that could be used as the foundation of the fort. As the stones were found, they were brought up the hill on wagons and laid out. With the fort underway, Bringhurst established relations with the Paiutes. “We agreed to treat them well and they were to observe the same conduct towards us.” Bringhurst appointed George W. Bean, who spoke the Paiutes’ language, as a translator. Bean worked well with the Paiutes and through his conversations with them learned how to make bricks of sun-dried mud, called adobe. The bricks were used to build the walls of the fort. Bean reported back to Young that “the [Paiutes] were soon partially converted to habits of industry and helped us grub the land, make adobes, attend the mason, and especially to herd the stock.”


When the 150-square-foot fort was complete, it had walls that stood 14-feet high with bastions positioned on the northwest and southeast corners. The men also cleared mesquite trees, planted crops, and built cabins with wood from the nearby mountains. While the fort had an encouraging beginning, it was doomed almost from the start. The soil in the area was extremely alkaline and even though water was plentiful, the men found it impossible to grow crops. They were also unaccustomed to the searing heat that baked the valley. In fact, the heat was one of the main reasons the Paiutes did not have a constant presence in the area. The group had also chosen possibly the worst time to settle, arriving at the beginning of the hottest time of the year. What few crops the settlers did manage to grow were almost completely destroyed by the unencumbered sun. One settler wrote: “The prospect for the land looks slim. Most of the wheat is badly blasted.”


The Paiutes themselves did not help the quickly dwindling situation. They didn’t see any problem with freely taking the white man’s crops for their own needs and did so on a regular basis. By the time the first winter arrived, all but seventeen of the settlers had returned to Salt Lake. Bean remained and one day while talking with the Paiutes discovered that they knew of lead deposits in nearby Mount Potosi. Bean reported the find to Brigham Young, who sent Nathaniel V. Jones to the mine to determine if the ore could be removed and shipped to Salt Lake. Jones arrived at Mount Potosi and began the work of mining the ore.


As the ore came from the ground, Jones ordered his miners to mold the lead, but found it “very hard to smelt.” The frustrated Jones tried over and over again to pour lead into molds but every time the molds were opened, the lead cracked. Unfortunately, what the inexperienced Jones didn’t realize was that he was not working with pure lead, but a mixture of lead and silver. Not realizing that they had been mining a precious metal, Young ordered them to abandon the mine in January 1857, leaving the discovery of silver for other settlers.


Young “realized the spirit of the mission was broken,” according to Bean, and made the decision to abandon the fort. In February 1857, Young wrote a letter authorizing the brethren to return to Salt Lake. “Although some remained behind, the last of the settlers finally left the valley when the Paiutes took the remaining crop.” While the fort may have been unsuccessful, the road the Mormons established remained a major travel route to California. The remains of the fort were eventually purchased by the State of Nevada, which operates it as a museum. The LDS Church eventually returned to Las Vegas and grew in membership, building a temple in 1989.




THE SALE OF LAS VEGAS . . . AGAIN


1905


Anticipation filled the hot May air as more than three thousand bidders and spectators stepped down the metal stairs of trains, eager to make their fortunes. Some people were dressed in fine silk hats with expensive suits and cravats. Others wore weather-battered shoes and dusty jackets covered in mud. They traveled from as far away as California and Salt Lake. The host of the event, William Clark, offered round-trip transportation from Los Angeles and Salt Lake at $16 and $20 respectively. He also promised to refund the travel money for anyone who purchased what he was selling—Las Vegas.


Bidders made their way to a pine stage that had been quickly assembled for the event. The stage was covered on the top and back by white canvas and stairs had been built onto one side. Men gathered on the stage, paperwork spread out onto the table in front of them. Dust filled the dry air and the temperature had already reached its 88-degree average. The cotton-clad bidders had no choice but to crowd as close to the stage as possible, struggling to take advantage of the limited shade.


The auctioneer on stage slammed a gavel hard on the table, creating a puff of dust. He rambled in a fast singsong of half-words emphasizing, at key moments, the prices bid by the spectators. People held up cards and yelled out prices, making bids of up to $1750 for a plot of land. The auction progressed quickly, building excitement as prized plots became scarce. When the last swing of the gavel crashed on the pine stage, Clark had sold 176 of the 1,200 lots, making $79,566, and there was still another day to go. But this wasn’t Clark’s biggest problem. Unbeknownst to most of the bidders that day, the townsite of Las Vegas had already been sold a year earlier.


Since 1881 rumors had been spreading that the railroad was planning to connect Salt Lake to the fast-growing Los Angeles. The rail was slated to follow the Old Spanish Trail, now called the Mormon Trail, which ran through the valley known as Las Vegas. The owners of the Union Pacific Railroad, seeing great opportunity for advancement and profit, installed the rails along the trail. Unfortunately the railroad was not operated well in the 1880s and fared no better when the financial panic of 1893 hit the United States. By the time the Spanish-American War erupted in 1898 the Union Pacific was on the verge of bankruptcy. It eventually reorganized, but not before a competitor bid and won the rights to the area.


That competitor was William Andrews Clark. Born in Pennsylvania in 1839, Clark was motivated by nothing more than greed and a desire to make a lasting impression on the world. Clark moved with his Scotch-Irish parents to Iowa when he was seventeen. There he studied law and taught school. He served on the Confederate side of the Civil War until 1862, when he started drilling a mine in Tail Hill, Colorado.


William Clark had a younger brother named J. Ross Clark who was a banker and successful miner. J. Ross moved to Los Angeles for health reasons and opened a sugar beet factory, which was a new industry to the Los Angeles area. It was J. Ross who first approached his brother with the idea of forming a railroad and running it from Salt Lake to California. The railroad would not only be able to move quartz and copper from Montana, it could move sugar beets, newly discovered gold and silver in Nevada, and anything else that needed to be transported to and from the Southwest.


The brothers formed the San Pedro, Los Angeles & Salt Lake Railroad. Clark knew that the railway would need a place to stop and water the steam boilers of the engine, so he searched for a place where water was plentiful. The Las Vegas valley was the perfect choice. Not only did it have an abundant supply of water, it was a halfway point between Los Angeles and Salt Lake. While investigating the area, Clark discovered that a rancher was willing to sell land for the purposes of establishing a railroad, so he set up a meeting.


Helen J. Stewart owned a large ranch in the area that was once the Mormon Fort. Her husband had seized the property in an 1882 foreclosure. Before he was shot and killed in a gunfight in 1884, he had managed to turn the site into a large ranch that stretched almost two thousand acres. Clark met with Stewart and told her of his intentions to bring his railroad to the valley. Stewart was pleased and in 1892 sold Clark the rights to 1,840 acres of the ranch for $55,000. The deal did not include four acres of a family burial ground or a separate lot of 160 acres that Stewart would keep in the family. What the deal did include was the all-important water rights.


Clark purchased the land with the initial intent of creating a water station, repair shops, and houses for workers on his railroad. However, following his more ambitious desires, he quickly realized that the spot was the perfect location for a town. All Clark needed to do was survey lots and sell them. Enter John T. McWilliams, a Canadian emigrant born in 1863 who had moved to the United States in 1879 to pursue a career in engineering. McWilliams had apprenticed as a surveyor in Canada and took up the career when he needed to find a job. McWilliams had a very successful career, being appointed as a delegate to the National Irrigation Congress in Los Angeles, designing Flagstaff, Arizona’s first water system, and surveying the Bright Angel Trail into the Grand Canyon. In 1902, Clark hired McWilliams to survey the 1,840 acres Clark had purchased from Stewart four years earlier.


As McWilliams surveyed the land, he was struck by the same thought that had entered the head of Clark: that the spot was the perfect location for a townsite. Being a surveyor, McWilliams certainly had the ability to lay out streets, blocks, and sidewalks. With the idea in his head, McWilliams approached Stewart and was able to talk her into selling him half of her remaining 160 acres in the west portion of the ranch. What Stewart was not able to sell him was the water rights that had already been purchased by Clark. It was a factor that would prove to be an issue down the road.


In 1904 McWilliams advertised his new townsite, which he called “McWilliams Townsite,” with the promise to make money quickly: “Get in line, buy now, double your money in sixty days.” He offered low prices, easy terms, and promised to make public improvements once the railroad arrived. McWilliams’s vision paid quick dividends, as sales through the winter months grew. By 1905, the area boasted a population of almost two thousand, with thriving stores, saloons, and bakeries, most of which were in tents, helping the site to earn the nickname of Ragtown. McWilliams’s townsite even had three weekly newspapers. But as the town grew, water became scarce. Because Clark owned the water rights to the ranch, the residents of Ragtown were forced to get whatever water they could from wells.


Although McWilliams had beaten him to the punch, Clark was not about to let his plans be stolen by the surveyor he had hired. Clark divided the east side of the ranch into thirty-eight identical blocks of land to form the Las Vegas Townsite. The blocks measured three hundred by four hundred feet and had eighty-foot-wide streets with twenty-foot-wide alleyways. Blocks 16 and 17 were designated for the sale and consumption of alcohol. Block 20 was zoned for a library and courthouse.


Clark even went so far as naming the streets—Fremont, Carson, Bridger, and, of course, Clark—names that still hold today. Clark initially offered the lots at $100 to $300 an acre. But when he was overwhelmed by more than three thousand offers, his natural greed kicked in and he saw an opportunity to generate even more money by changing his plans. He canceled the early agreements and set up a two-day public auction to be held on May 15 and 16, 1905. McWilliams was furious with Clark’s promotion and took out an advertisement warning prospective buyers that “auction sales are never good for the buyers” explaining that “people get excited at auctions and feel like kicking themselves the next day.” McWilliams’s warning would go unheeded.


On the second day of the auction, the scene from the previous day repeated itself. With dust in the air, auctioneers rambled, bidders raised their signs, and Clark felt confident that all of his remaining plots would sell. He was almost right. While not every plot sold, Clark managed to make a grand total of $265,000 on the sale of Las Vegas.


Within hours of the end of the two-day event, people moved their tents and temporary wooden structures from McWilliams Townsite to Clark’s side of the railroad tracks. The local newspaper, the Las Vegas Age, rolled its fireproof building to Clark’s Las Vegas Townsite and the Imperial Hotel tore down its building only to reassemble it stick by stick on the new townsite’s more prestigious property.


McWilliams continued his fight in a vain attempt to save the area he insisted be called the “Original Las Vegas Townsite.” He advertised in the same Los Angeles papers as did Clark. But a lack of water rights and frequent fires proved to be too much for the struggling townsite. While the fires didn’t completely destroy the site, it never recovered. McWilliams built his own house in the townsite and eventually won the water rights for his eighty acres, but his dreams of development were never realized and he died in 1951.


While McWilliams never successfully developed Las Vegas, the property he owned in Spring Mountain, later called Mount Charleston, was eventually developed into the recreation area called Lee Canyon. Clark fulfilled his dream of leaving his name behind when on July 1, 1909, Lincoln County was split into two: Lincoln and the newly formed Clark County. The Las Vegas townsite established by Clark is the area currently known as downtown Las Vegas.




THIS IS SAM’S TOWN


1906


Several men leaned against a bar drinking and sharing stories. Others filled spaces around them, trying to get the bartender’s attention, while the piano player pounded the keys in the corner. As more and more men entered, the saloon quickly became overcrowded. Drunken men pushed into even more inebriated men and tensions heated. As is often the case when alcohol is involved, one man said something to another and offense was taken. What started out as words quickly erupted into fists.


Sam Gay heard the commotion as he walked by the saloon. He pulled up each sleeve one at a time and tugged the lapels of his jacket. Then, without hesitation, he pushed through the front doors, grabbed the closest drunken man and flung him out the front door behind him. Gay swiftly moved his size thirteen boots through the crowd, wasting no time, and shoving men aside as he went. When he found the two men who had started the confrontation, he took hold of them by the back of their necks and swiftly pulled them apart. Then, just as swiftly, he slammed them back together, their heads smashing into each other with a dull thud.
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