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Loren Wendt “recitin’ cowboy poetry.”

Eric Nelson and his family with Ken and Carol Pauley.

Gary Turner (our host) with Phil Brigandi and Mark Hall-Patton
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Hungry Corral members lining up at the ‘Chuck Wagon’ for 
some chow.

A gut-wrenching [literally] decision to be made at the bar be-
tween aguardiente and moonshine.

Tim Heflin, another Corral ‘poe-8’, un-
furls his prose to Fandango guests
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A Westerner Visits Prague

In April 2011 Abe Hoffman, former sheriff 
of the Los Angeles Corral, spent a week in 
the Czech Republic.  During his visit he had 
the opportunity to meet with representatives 

  .larroC oedoR eht dna larroC naidnI eht fo
Carolina Majerova and Milan Mraz of the 
Indian Corral presented Abe with copies of 
Pow-Wow, their publication, a CD of their 
activities, and commemorative pins.  Petr 
Binhack and Milan Mach of the Rodeo Corral 

  .snip evitaromemmoc dna DC a ebA evag
Abe presented the Prague Westerners with 
copies of the Los Angeles Corral’s Brand 
Book No. 20 anthology, the Keepsake No. 33, 
and items from Westerners International.

The first Czech Corral was formed in 
1990 soon after the Czech Republic was freed 
from Soviet domination.  Today there are 
seven active Corrals, including the Rodeo 
Corral, Indian Corral, Fur-Trappers Corral, 
Pony Express Corral, Texas Rangers Corral, 
Western City Corral, and Bullet Corral.  The 
Czechs are enthusiastic fans of the history of 
the American West and hold reenactments, 
do research, and, when possible, visit the 
United States.  They welcome visitors from 
American and other nations’ Corrals, and 
anyone visiting Prague will enjoy their hos-
pitality and friendship.  

BANDIDO: The Life and Times of Tiburcio 
Vásquez, by John Boessenecker. Norman: 
University of Oklahoma Press, 2010.  xix + 471 

  .yhpargoilbiB ,xednI ,setoN ,snoitartsullI  .pp
Cloth, $34.95.

Second only to the shadowy and poorly 
documented Joaquin Murieta among the leg-
endary bandidos of 19th-century California, 
Tiburcio Vásquez might well have been the 
first true criminal celebrity in the Golden 
State.  While he generally labored in criminal 
obscurity from his first forays into the world 
of crime in the early 1850s and spent many 
years at San Quentin, starting from his first 
conviction for a Los Angeles County rob-
bery in 1857, Vásquez became famous in the 
early 1870s.  His scheme to ransack the San 
Benito County town of Tres Piños was auda-
cious, but the unintended killing of three 
men during the commission of the pillaging 
propelled the bandit chieftain into notoriety, 
legend and folklore.  

Even as the state placed a bounty on his 
head and organized the first state-organized 
police action since the hunt for Murrieta 
twenty years before, Vásquez continued to 
raid towns, holdup stagecoaches and commit 
other criminal acts, culminating in the May 
1874 robbery of San Gabriel Valley sheep 
rancher Alessandro Repetto and other hold-
ups.  Although Vásquez and his compatriots 
engaged in a audacious escape through the 
rugged San Gabriel Mountains above pres-
ent-day Pasadena and were able to find a 
safe haven at a ranch in today’s Hollywood, 
he was captured by a posse organized and 
dispatched by Los Angeles County Sheriff 
William R. Rowland.  
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Upon removal to jail in Los Angeles, 
where he convalesced from gunshot wounds, 
Vásquez had photographs taken for sale to 
pay for his defense, granted interviews with 
local newspapers, and even was the subject 
of a hurriedly-written and staged play at 
the Merced Theater.  The notoriety contin-
ued after his transfer to San Francisco and 
then San José, where his trial took place and 
where, ironically, his grandfather had been 

  .s0771 eht ni kcab srelttes tsrif eht fo eno
After conviction for first-degree murder in 
the Tres Pinos killings, Vásquez expiated 
his sins by hanging in the courtyard of the 
county jail in March 1875.  With his death 
came the substantive end of the widespread 
banditry in Los Angeles County.

The legend lived on, however, fueled 
largely by sensationalist biographies issued 
by the newspaper reporters who tracked 
his whereabouts in the months and years 
before his capture at Los Angeles.  For 125 
years after his death, these fantastical tracts 
formed the basis for all of the work written 
about Vásquez, although Chicano activism 
in the 1960s and 1970s greatly enhanced the 
myth that the bandit was also a revolution-
ary, in the mold of British sociologist Eric 
Hobsbawm’s controversial theories about 
“social bandity” a la Robin Hood.

Fortunately, Boessenecker through 
remarkably assiduous and detailed research 
over four decades, has used newspaper 
accounts, letters, diaries, public records and 
other untapped and underutilized sources 
to debunk all of the most powerful myths 
about Vásquez the revolutionary, as well as 
to impressively identify the bandit’s gene-
alogy.  Yet, the author is also careful to 
acknowledge and recognize that, whether 
or not Vásquez was deserving of the appel-
lations of revolutionary or social bandit, it is 
essential to understand that he was viewed 
by many Californios and Mexicans as a hero, 
if for no other reason than his audaciousness 
and charisma.  These and his career appealed 
to many of the people who saw their home-
land wrested from them by Americans and 
Europeans during and after the Gold Rush 

and Vásquez came to symbolize some form 
of resistance, even if that view became grossly 
exaggerated and enhanced over the decades, 
including playwright Luis Valdez’ farcical, 
but sympathetic, 1990s play, Bandido.

The level of depth and detail that 
Boessenecker has achieved, compared to 
the accounts written previously, is stun-
ning, and this may be one of those rare 
volumes of California history that can truly 
be called definitive.  The style is brisk and 
Boessnecker imbues the scenes of crimes 
and the lengthy pursuits of the bandit with 
enough verve to make the book readable 
and entertaining.  There might be some 
quibbling about whether the author truly 
addresses enough of the “times” as well as 
the “life” of Vásquez and there might be an 
over-reliance on occasion with the veracity 
of news accounts. These, however, pale in 
comparison with the achievement of the 
author in taking a largely legendary and 
mythical figure and rendering him into a 
more fully fleshed-out human being.  

Indeed, Vásquez’ downfall was, as 
Boessenecker persuasively argues, more to 
due with his personal failings in wronging 
his compatriots by bedding their wives and 
lovers, as well as the grossest transgressions 
of moral turpitude in impregnating his own 
niece, than anything done by lawmen in pur-
suit.  In the end, Bandido succeeds because 
it casts Vásquez as charismatic, provoca-
tive, and daring as well as vain, egotistical, 
immoral and, of course, a criminal who bore 
responsibility for three lives and a fairly sig-
nificant amount of property absconded with 
over two decades.  

It is telling that, largely jovial and stoic 
as he faced death, Vásquez showed flashes 
of fear and desperation when convicted at 
trial, collapsing into tears with his last visits 
with family, and a brief wild glance before 
the death hood was placed over him before 
the trapdoors were dropped.  Even then, he 
managed to collect himself and die “game” 
as he hoarsely yelled “Pronto!” when the 
signal came.

—Paul Spitzzeri
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MURDER OF A LANDSCAPE: The California 
Farmer-Smelter War, 1897-1916, by Khaled J. 
Bloom.  Norman: Arthur H. Clark Company, 
imprint of University of Oklahoma 
Press, 2010.  233 pp.  Illustrations, Notes, 
Bibliography, Index.  Cloth, $34.95.  Order 
from University of Oklahoma Press, 2800 
Venture Drive, Norman, OK 73069; (800) 
627-7377; www.ahclark.com.

In the film industry’s era of major stu-
dios, most of the movies had “Hollywood 
endings” in which the good guys won and 
everyone lived happily ever after.  History, 
however, is not so generous, and Khaled 
J. Bloom’s study of the farmer-smelter dis-
pute that lasted for two decades highlights 
the reality that sometimes it’s the bad guys 
who win, and few people live happily ever 
after.  Murder of a Landscape examines the 
efforts of farmers and ranchers in Shasta 
County, California, to get the major copper 
mining companies to stop or at least curtail 
the emissions of smoke from their smelt-
ers.  Especially noxious was sulfur dioxide 
that destroyed vegetation and impaired the 
health of both humans and livestock.

Bloom begins with farmer protests 
against the Mountain Copper Company of 
Great Britain that was, as its name suggests, a 
foreign company operating in Shasta County 
near the town of Keswick.  Other companies 
included the Balaklala Copper Company and 
the Mammoth Copper Company.  In a series 
of frustrating and unsuccessful attempts to 
stop the smoke pollution that was devastat-
ing their crops, farmers wrote letters to gov-
ernment officials, sued the companies, orga-
nized the Shasta County Farmers Protective 
Association, and tried whatever legal means 
seemed useful in ending the smoke emis-
sions.  They were stymied by a combination 
of factors: the companies employed lawyers 
who knew how to evade injunctions; the 
federal government conducted studies that 
lasted for years while crops died in the 
fields; judges took the side of the companies, 
arguing that they provided employment for 

thousands of workers and promoted com-
mercial development.  Prominent congress-
men in Keswick, Coram, Kennet, Anderson, 
and other Shasta County towns supported 
the companies.

The farmers always faced an uphill bat-
tle.  Newspapers in the region generally 
backed the companies and editorially depict-
ed farmers as inept agriculturalists who 
sought to blackmail the copper companies.  
The companies paid so-called experts to tes-
tify that withering crops and ailing livestock 
were victims of arid heat, humid cold, frost, 
poor farming practices—anything but sulfur 
dioxide.  Judges threw out farmer com-
plaints as anecdotal and dismissed govern-
ment reports as inconclusive.  Throughout 
the early 20th century the copper companies 
manipulated the farmers, shutting down 
smelters when prices were down, starting 
them up when prices increased, and claim-
ing that their mitigation efforts were efficient 
when they clearly were not.  By the end 
of World War I the copper deposits were 
played out, leaving the county’s business-
men who had supported the companies with 
a stagnant economy and some thousand 
square miles of land made barren by sulfur 
dioxide.

In an important final chapter, Bloom 
describes the rather tardy efforts of the fed-
eral government to reclaim the land ruined 
by the toxic chemicals.  Millions of dollars 
were spent in the post-World War II period 
in building check dams, planting pine tree 
seedlings and other vegetation, and stop-
ping erosion.  Bloom observes “that much if 
not most of the federal government’s recla-
mation expenditure here was misconceived 
and wasted” (p. 209).  The episode provides 
a stark example of unrestricted and unreg-
ulated capitalism run amok, businessmen 
focusing on short-term prosperity and blind 
to long-term consequences, and government 
officials failing to protect innocent people in 
their belief that rightness should prevail.

—Abraham Hoffman


