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Note for Readers

Translations from sources in Basque, Spanish, and French languages in-
cluding titles of secondary sources are the writer’s. Generally, the book 
presents Basque terms and names in anglicized forms, but Basque terms 
that have not been anglicized appear in their original spelling. The origi-
nal Basque names are presented as they appear in the official documents, 
despite evident misspellings. It should be noted that typically Basque 
immigrants on their arrival in the United States anglicized their names 
and sometimes adopted a new one in their American integration pro-
cess. Further, in the case of the Basque immigrant women, they lost their 
family name by marriage in the United States.

The present study considers the Basque Country as a geographical 
territory consisting of the following seven provinces which are divided 
between Spain and France. In Spain, the Basque provinces are: Biscay, 
Guipúzcoa, Álava, and Navarre. In France, the provinces are: Labourd, 
Lower Navarre, and Soule.





Introduction:  
The Basque Frontier  

of the American West

On June 20, 1937, the Oregonian published in its Sunday magazine a 
small photographic report about Basque immigrants in southeastern 
Oregon. The Basques were widely identified with the western open-
range sheep industry, and the article explained how the Basque immi-
grant community was highly concentrated in both Malheur and Harney 
counties because their livelihoods depended on the sheep ranching econ-
omy in this corner of the Interior West. Moreover, in some places, ac-
cording to the article, Basque immigrants outnumbered the native-born 
residents. For instance, the report estimated that in the little frontier 
town of Jordan Valley, Basque immigrants and their children represented 
about 66 percent of the total population. 

The Basque were, according to this article, “a friendly, hard-working 
race.” The article continued: “In northeastern Spain, from the Bay of 
Biscay back into the Pyrenees mountains, is the homeland of this unique 
race. Since prehistoric times this has been their native heath. An intensely 
proud and independent people, whose origin is cloaked in mystery, theirs 
is a race apart.1

The words constituted the typically positive view of Basque immi-
gration in the United States as the narrative had developed during pre-
vious decades when race classifications abounded. The article praised 
the Basque immigrants for their alleged industriousness in sheep graz-
ing, warmhearted hospitability, and sense of pride in their origins. It 
also asserted that Basque immigrants assimilated easily into the dom-
inant American culture. Although Basques were not Anglo-Saxon im-
migrants, the article said, “they are masters of English after but few 
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years in this country,” going on to describe their physical characteris-
tics in ways that were meant to assert affinities with other dominant 
social and racial groups, and thus indicating how much by the late 1930s 
the Basques were well on their way to becoming an accepted, if not wel-
comed, ethnic group in the American West.2

But this accepted social status was not always the case for the Basques 
in the West, and their journey as an immigrant group in America —  
particularly within the western open-range sheep industry that was at 
the heart of Basque immigration and economic involvement from the 
late nineteenth century to the second half of the twentieth century —  was 
never a straightforward one. Indeed, the history of Basque immigrants 
working in the American sheep industry reveals a rich and complex 
story of socioeconomic integration within changing American and in-
ternational political and social contexts. 

Basques in the American West were associated with the open-range 
sheep industry from the 1880s to the 1970s. Since its beginnings, in one 
way or another, Basque immigrants played a noted role in the develop-
ment of the commercial sheep raising in the West as a primary labor 
force. In the 1890s, as sheep ranching expanded rapidly in the West, the 
Basque Country became an important source of pliable labor to work in 
the public rangelands. At the turn of the century, although other ethnic 
groups also entered this occupation, Basques had become a noticeable 
and visible group in sheep grazing, particularly in Nevada, which was a 
nexus for Basque immigrant work in this industry. Even though Basque 
immigrants also worked in other industries besides sheep grazing, their 
work in this industry in particular shaped and strengthened the broader 
Basque-American community —  or “Amerikanuak” as they were called, 
a corruption of the word “Americans” that came to refer to “Basque-
Americans” —  all around the West.3 This historical process, which is the 
main subject of this study, was a complex, multidimensional, and some-
times contradictory one.

After the prominent and continuous Basque presence in the current 
Southwest region of the United States during the Spanish colonization, 
Basque immigrants began appearing in North America in considerable 
force around the late nineteenth century.4 Basque immigration to the 
United States is largely considered to have begun around the time of the 
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gold rush, when a number of Basques living in Latin America migrated 
north to California. 

By the late 1880s, though their numbers were relatively few, a hand-
ful of Basque families, such as the Altubes, who had initially arrived via 
Argentina, had created an immigrant enclave in Nevada based largely on 
the open-range sheep industry.5 Taking advantage of the free and open 
range available in the state at that time, these Basque pioneers built up 
quickly thriving sheep operations, which opened a floodgate for further 
Basque immigration as the open-range sheep industry became an im-
migrant lure for the Basques. This resulted in an expanding process of 
chain migration, which channeled Basque newcomers into the bottom 
ranks of the sheep industry and promoted the development of kindred 
networks.6 Thereof, an occupational concentration process occurred with 
the arrival of more Basque immigrants who settled nearby and worked 
as sheepherders along with their countrymen in the American West.7 

Despite their growing numbers in the sheep industry in Nevada, 
Basque immigrants who arrived in the late nineteenth century were 
newcomers to an already established grazing empire, one that was based 
largely on cattle. In the 1890s, when an increasing number of Basque 
immigrants arrived in the West to work as sheepherders, their presence 
in the public ranges began to disturb the economic interests of the older 
cattle ranchers. Moreover, the 1890s witnessed a remarkable boom in the 
sheep business of the Great Basin, especially after the disastrous winter 
of 1889–1890, which wiped out huge percentages of livestock and veg-
etation. After such an extreme-weather event, which forced livestock 
operators to change their grazing practices (particularly secure provi-
sions for winter feed), the economics of sheep grazing seemed to fare 
better than cattle. Consequently, the number of sheep outfits multiplied 
and rangelands became more fully stocked. Then, competition between 
cattle owners and sheep graziers for the forage resources intensified, of-
tentimes flaring into violence. Basque sheepherders’ frequent trespass-
ings on private land or crossings on public-domain lands occupied by 
others, intentionally or unintentionally, resulted oftentimes in tragic 
consequences for many Basque immigrant sheepherders.

The issues facing the livestock industry and the Basque sheep-
herders in the West were not merely state or local issues, and in-
creasingly, the livestock industry and land use became a focus of the 
federal government. By the end of the nineteenth century, Congress 
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began withdrawing public-domain lands —  largely in the American 
West —  from private entry and acquisition for the purpose of pro-
tecting the country’s natural resources, primarily water and timber. 
Consequently, the question of resource use became an important 
one. Congress would go on to authorize the use of resources, includ-
ing grazing on these lands, in ways that eventually brought regula-
tions that directly affected the itinerant sheep grazing —  in which the 
Basque were particularly involved —  on Nevada’s open ranges. During 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, just as Congress 
and the president moved to establish forest reserves and eventually 
national forests, issues of rangeland governance made the question 
of the Basque itinerant sheepherders central to a political debate at 
the state and national levels over who could use public grazing lands.

Although Basque immigrants in the West working in the sheepherd-
ing industry had generally been well considered by the dominant social 
and economic classes during the nineteenth century, older cattlemen —  
in the context of increased economic competition and social tension on 
Nevada’s ranges —  began to scapegoat Basque sheepworkers for all the 
problems with grazing on public-domain lands. Along with the general 
nativist sentiment in the United States during this era, the years around 
World War I would bring with them discrimination and efforts to ex-
clude Basques from the public-domain lands. 

Indeed, during the first decades of the twentieth-century, just as 
Basques began to become settled in the Interior West with some of them 
building prosperous sheep-dealing businesses, an anti-Basque move-
ment was begun by cattle ranchers, conservationists, and some politi-
cians. Basque immigrant sheepherders, with their flocks coming onto 
public grazing lands, were perceived as a serious threat to the cattle eco-
nomic interests, sustainable agricultural development, and public inter-
est in general. They were blamed for a number of interrelated economic 
and environmental problems affecting the public grazing lands. The in-
creasing presence of Basque sheepherders in the public rangelands drew 
derision amidst an American cowboy culture in the West.

This crusade against the sheepherders would ultimately create the 
most pernicious image of Basque immigrants in the West —  as the an-
tithesis of the nationally venerated image of cowboys. While cowboys 
were viewed as the embodiment of the American frontier spirit of self-
reliance by hardworking men who rode horses, sheepherders were 
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denigrated as despicable and as laborers of an inferior class who walked 
long distances allowing sheep to roam at will across the wide-open range. 
The elevation of the venerable cowboy would seem, in some ways, to 
come at the expense and downgrading of the humble sheepherder. The 
social stigma that began to be carried by the sheepherding job would be 
enabled and compounded by racial prejudice and discrimination, some-
thing that the Basques could not escape. 

These derogatory stereotypes of Basques would not only infiltrate 
disputes among livestock operators and communities in the West; they 
would also be used by politicians and industry lobbyists seeking advan-
tages among state and federal land policy, specifically for cattle ranch-
ers. Indeed, racialized perspectives of Basque sheepherders, and thus of 
Basque immigrants more generally, would characterize industry lobby-
ing and Basque immigration politics for decades.8 Nevertheless, it would 
not always be against the Basques. Even while being subjected to overt 
racial and ethnic discrimination among cattle ranchers, Basque immi-
grants would, at the same time, find themselves placed at the top of the 
racialized sheep agricultural labor hierarchy.

In the early twentieth century, there was a strong American public 
image of Basque immigrant workers as possessing certain racial/cultural 
advantages necessary for sheepherding that nobody else had. Basques 
had acquired a distinctive reputation for an expertise and pioneering skill 
in the sheep industry of Nevada. It was a perspective, which, along with 
the racialization of the Basques in the late nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries, would greatly contribute to the acceleration of those im-
migrants’ integration process. 

Through the Anglo-American lens, Basques were socially constructed 
as an ancient, unique, and mysterious race from Europe. The vagueness 
of the racial construction surrounding Basques gave them distinctiveness 
which was reflected in their sheepherder identity. The increased ubiq-
uity of Basque immigrants in the sheep industry resulted in the construc-
tion of a cultural stereotype: the Basque was a qualified, dependable, and 
good sheepworker. Basques’ alleged racial difference set them off from 
some other ethnic groups involved in the sheep grazing occupation of the 
American West. Such constructed racial identity would be constantly re-
flected, reinforced, and reiterated in the various representations of Basque 
sheepherders in the West in newspapers, popular literature, and in the 
words of politicians and lobbyists throughout the twentieth century.
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The largest influx of Basque immigrants from the 1890s to the 1920s 
coincided with what is known as the “new immigration” from southern 
and eastern Europe.9 Like many other European immigrant communi-
ties, Basques were induced to immigrate to the American West in the 
context of the American industrial and agricultural expansion in the late 
nineteenth century. And like its non–English speaking European immi-
grant counterparts, Basque immigration also was disrupted after the pas-
sage of the Immigration Act of 1924.10

The restrictive legislation of the 1920s constrained Basque immigra-
tion to the American West. Particularly, the Immigration Act of 1924 
established quotas as principal means of regulating immigration, which 
limited significantly immigration from southern and eastern European 
countries. Because the Basque Country is divided between Spain and 
France, the 1924 immigration law affected Basques differently depend-
ing on their country of origin. The annual immigration quota for Spain 
was much smaller than that of France. After 1924, then, Basques from 
Spain faced greater challenges and had fewer opportunities to enter the 
United States than those emigrating from France, something that even-
tually would have major consequences for the recruiting of Basque im-
migrant labor in the sheep industry. 

During the interwar period, a major shortage of “skilled” sheepherd-
ers occurred due to the 1924 immigration law, which had greatly reduced 
opportunities for Basque immigration to the United States. As a result of 
this shortage, negative perceptions of Basque sheepherders that emerged 
previously when they were seen as threats to the cattle industry would 
give way to positive perceptions, and the issue of Basque immigration 
would become intertwined with important labor and political debates of 
the first half of the twentieth century. Nevada and western woolgrow-
ers reproduced the stereotype of the good sheepherder; a conception they 
used to justify a dependable Basque immigrant labor force to tend their 
sheep and retain control over such labor. In that way, furthermore, they 
racialized the production relations in the industry to justify the neces-
sity to bring more Basque immigrant workers to Nevada’s sheep indus-
try: their desirable immigrant labor.

With the outbreak of World War II, the rapid industrial develop-
ment in Nevada and the West created new job opportunities on a large 
scale, which former Basque immigrants living in the United States found 
more attractive than tending sheep. Because of the longstanding belief 
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among American sheep ranchers that only Basque workers could effec-
tively handle their labor needs, a group of Nevada ranchers took their 
demands to import Basque immigrant workers to Congress. Senator 
Patrick McCarran of Nevada became a leading voice for allowing recruit-
ment of increasing numbers of Basque immigrants from Spain. From 
1942 until the time of his death in 1954, McCarran lobbied persistently 
to bring Basque immigrants to Nevada. 

Basque immigration raised issues of policy implications for both the 
United States and Spain, which became particularly relevant during and 
after World War II. Although the disastrous consequences of the Spanish 
Civil War (1936–39) had left many Basques eager to leave Spain, the 
quota system in the United States reduced opportunities for emigra-
tion to the United States, despite the labor shortage in the sheepherding 
industry in the American Far West which had traditionally employed 
many Basque immigrants. Furthermore, the unfriendly relations be-
tween the United States and Francisco Franco’s Spain during World War 
II and the early Cold War impeded any agreement that would have spon-
sored the importation of Basque immigrant laborers in the United States.

The recruiting process of Basque agricultural labor would ultimately 
unfold in the context of the foreign relations between the United States 
and Francisco Franco’s dictatorship from the Second World War to the 
Pact of Madrid of 1953. Even though the United States government post-
poned the signing of an official agreement with Franco’s regime until 
1953, the ongoing lobbying by Nevada’s sheep ranchers and Senator 
McCarran’s influence in Congress enabled the issue of the recruitment 
of Basque immigrants to become integrated within broader informal bi-
lateral trade and commercial negotiations including the recruitment of 
Basque immigrants. The Pact of Madrid normalized diplomatic relations 
with Franco’s regime, which in turn served to strengthen other commer-
cial relations including the recruitment of Basque immigrant laborers.

The major era of Basque involvement in sheepherding in the 
American West took place over a long period of time, from the 1870s 
to the 1950s. For much of that history, particularly in the early twenti-
eth century, Basques were frequently perceived as having traditions as 
experienced sheepherders in their home country, an idea that was per-
petuated and interestingly utilized for years. But this idea was not true. 
When Basque immigrants came to the American West to work in the 
sheep industry, they entered an unfamiliar occupation, in an unfamiliar 
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geographical context, and adapted as they could. In the large, complex, 
and diverse geography of the American West, the varied locations and 
circumstances made Basque sheep workers vulnerable to many social, 
economic, legal, and environmental challenges, something which can be 
seen throughout the history of their involvement in the industry.

I have used the term “sagebrush laborers” to refer to the Basque im-
migrant sheepherders. This term recognizes Basque immigrant sheep-
herders as workers who produced an important commodity as part of the 
capitalist agricultural industry of Nevada, while rejecting the roman-
ticized image of the good Basque sheepworker who —  in contradistinc-
tion to most low-paid workers in agriculture —  conformed so closely to 
an idealized vision of the good “white American.” Sagebrush prevailed 
throughout much of the grazing grounds of Nevada’s open rangelands 
where the Basque worked. Both Basque and sagebrush were ubiquitous 
in the sheepherding environment, and together they rendered to the 
Nevada ranges a particular identity. The Basque laborer and the open 
ranges of Nevada where this sagebrush grew made the sheep industry 
viable. The one provided cheap labor from a faraway land, and the ranges 
provided virtually free grazing. The labor was marginal as well as the 
land. These two parts of an economic equation of scale made possible the 
rise of Nevada’s sheep industry from the 1890s onward.

European immigrants have been largely ignored by the traditional and 
new western historiography. In the last years, however, scholars have 
begun a movement toward a more integrative study of European im-
migrants in western history.11 If the new European immigration has 
been overlooked in the history of the West, this is especially true of the 
Basque immigrant community.12

In 1893, Frederick Jackson Turner presented his thesis “The 
Significance of the Frontier in American History” to the American 
Historical Association in Chicago. Turner’s influential ideas contended 
that the frontier process produced democratic institutions and assimi-
lated all peoples. Turner suggested that in the process of westward ex-
pansion, Euro-Americans on the frontier transformed themselves into 
a new homogeneous “American” character, infused with the spirit of 
ambition, innovation, and democracy. Turner wrote: “In the crucible of 
the frontier the immigrants were Americanized, liberated, and fused into 
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a mixed race, English in neither nationality nor characteristics.” Because 
of their frontier experience they left behind their Old World cultural 
traits and embraced an American democracy with innovation and self-
reliance.13 Contrary to this Turnerian view, other historians note that 
the frontier provided an escape and a space for the persistence of im-
migrant cultural traditions, suggesting that Turner simply ignored this 
element of immigrant frontier experience. The traditional Turnerian 
frontier historiography has largely obscured the history of many immi-
grant groups, other than to say that the frontier served to Americanize 
them.14 The Basques represent a good example of an immigrant group 
whose history in the United States has been obscured by Turner’s theory 
of the frontier process. 

Before Frederick Jackson Turner expounded his frontier thesis in 
Chicago, contemporary Theodore Roosevelt had finished his first two 
volumes of The Winning of the West (1889).15 In the first volume, the 
future president of the United States was more explicit in the inter-
action between “race” and environment in the western conquest. He 
looked at the “successful settlement” of the western territories by the 
Anglo-Saxon “race” and saw a different settlement pattern from most 
other major European colonial powers. Despite the interaction of groups 
from diverse European racial and ethnic backgrounds, Roosevelt argued 
that the “English-speaking race” prevailed and consolidated upon others 
and initiated a process of assimilation to the culture of the dominant 
Anglo-Saxon population. “Rival European races” and Indians, Roosevelt 
said, were accommodated to the dominant culture, but in the case of the 
Indians, exclusion occurred.16

Theodore Roosevelt made a brief comparison between the expan-
sion of the United States across the continent and the extension of 
the Roman Empire in the Mediterranean.17 He noted that the Roman 
Empire occupied spaces where Bretons, Celts, and Basques lived and in 
many instances these groups retained their ancient cultures, adapting 
to the power and the innovation of the Romans. Roosevelt, however, 
like Turner, saw the power of the American experience (what Turner 
would have called frontier process) as an important force in the complete 
“Americanization” of the European immigrants beyond simply the pale 
of the “English-speaking peoples.” 

Unlike the American experience, Roosevelt observed that in Europe, 
and even Latin America in the face of European colonial expansion, 
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pockets of native cultures remained unassimilated. Roosevelt wrote: 
“Moreover, exactly as in Europe little ethnic islands of Breton and 
Basque stock have remained unaffected by the Romance flood, so in 
America there are large communities where the inhabitants keep un-
changed the speech and the customs of their Indian forefathers.”18 

Roosevelt unexpectedly drew attention to the Basques as an ancient 
European unconquered “race.” Frederick Jackson Turner read Roosevelt’s 
work and reviewed The Winning of the West for the Dial magazine, prais-
ing it highly. In 1893, Turner declared the American frontier closed based 
on the census of 1890. In effect, Turner concluded that frontier expan-
sion had been successfully completed, confirming Roosevelt’s interpre-
tation of the victorious settlement of the Anglo-Saxon “race” across the 
American continent.19 

Although Theodore Roosevelt did not refer to the Basque immigrant 
sheepherders in the West, he viewed Basque people as an old European 
racial stock and unmixed race of ancient lineage that would foster an 
acceptable ethnicity —  or cultural identity —  to Euro-American cultural 
standards. The late nineteenth-century European ethnoracial theoreti-
cal conceptions about the Basques “museumized” everything related to 
them, including their representations in the American West.20 This per-
ception would eventually intermingle with the romanticized Turnerian 
frontier myth further championing the opportunities of the “free land” 
frontier for those with the grit and determination to settle it, as well as 
the racialized white Americans’ views.

Starting in the early twentieth century, initial scholarship on Basque 
immigration in the United States tended to emphasize the rapid assim-
ilation of Basque immigrants into the American mainstream. The cen-
tral assumption of these early studies was that Basque immigrants were 
expected to adapt their ways easily and quickly because of their assumed 
docile and industrial race. These early studies tended to frame Basques as 
industrious people, members of a homogenous racial group coming from 
a homogenous country and culture, who were easily assimilable, and 
were quickly assimilated while retaining some of their cultural traits. 
Furthermore, conventional narratives have often argued that Basques 
were “racially” and culturally preadapted to sheep grazing conditions 
before their arrival in the American West.21 It is a narrative, which —  as 
I demonstrate throughout this book —  can be clearly seen in the corre-
spondence and ideas of ranchers, senators, congressmen, and others 
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associated with the sheepherding industry throughout the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries. 

Pierre Lhande’s 1910 book L’Emigration Basque (“The Basque 
Emigration”), which has served as a foundational text of the Basque 
diaspora scholarship, emphasized how Basque emigrants anywhere, 
under different conditions, were able to adapt easily to the host soci-
ety’s standards and even become “good” citizens wherever they immi-
grated. He related Basque emigration to features of the Basque society 
itself, with particular focus on the stem family structure with its inher-
itance system. According to Lhande, emigration was an inherent trait 
of Basque people who had an atavistic need —  even “anxiety” —  to emi-
grate.22 From this assimilationist perspective, Basque immigrants in the 
American West easily adapted themselves to the sheepherding occupa-
tion in open-range conditions with which Basques were unfamiliar. 

In the United States, at the same time, the good Basque sheepherder 
image was manufactured by public opinion and especially by those 
ranchers interested in employing additional Basque immigrants to work 
in their operations. Some American observers from the early twentieth 
century also embraced the idea that Basque immigrant sheep workers 
were racially qualified to tend sheep under extreme conditions of isola-
tion, physical hazards, and risks of inclement weather. In 1917, Sol Silen 
in his La historia de los Vascongados en el oeste de los Estados Unidos (“The 
History of the Basques in the American West”) described Basque im-
migrants as members of an “admirable race,” whose main virtues were 
friendliness, honesty, truthfulness, and loyalty. The immigrants’ work 
herding sheep flocks in the desolate rangelands, far from the employ-
ers’ supervision, according to Silen, was an example of their honesty to 
the sheep owner.23 Such distorted accounts about the Basque sheepherd-
ers were common in the early twentieth century, and they persisted and 
echoed within the academy.

American intellectuals, generally, tended to define the Basque 
people inhabiting the West in a racial and physical way. Racial depic-
tions of the Basques almost always implied a good judgment, which 
in turn would bring an inevitable idealization of the Basque sheep-
herders in the context of a mythicized western frontier environment. 
They erroneously said that Basques settled in the Interior West and 
entered the sheepherder occupation because they had previous expe-
rience under similar conditions. In the mid-1920s, Ione B. Harkness 
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wrote that Basques went to “seek in the new world a location similar 
in topography and climate and adapted to their ancient occupation of 
sheep herding.”24

In the late 1930s and 1940s, various sociologists came to analyze the 
Basque immigrant social experience in the American West, with a spe-
cial focus on their cultural transfer, social change, and adaptation in their 
new American context.25 The methodological preoccupations of those so-
ciologists were primarily the assimilation process of the Basque commu-
nity into the American mainstream culture, paying special attention to 
the speedy “Americanization” of Basque immigrants. They contended 
that Basques accustomed themselves to the new environment, became 
an active social force, and fully integrated to host societies all around the 
West. They spoke of the Basques’ “complete amalgamation,” as Mary 
S. Wilcox said, and suggested that those immigrants easily adapted and 
assimilated in America.26 Furthermore, as Basques settled in sparsely 
populated or isolated rural areas, these scholars observed, their integra-
tion process was constrained by the slow pace. Although they conflated 
Basque people with a “race” and nurtured the late nineteenth-century 
racialist theories that adhered to ideas of peculiar racial traits, some ac-
knowledged that Basques arrived in America with a lack of background 
knowledge in sheep agriculture and that only, “accidentally,” did they 
adapt to sheepherding.27

In the 1960s and 1970s, just as the Basque-American community 
gained visibility and this longtime immigrant flow began to decrease 
in the West, some new scholars analyzed the Basque immigrants’ social 
assimilation, paying a special attention to the process of interaction be-
tween the immigrants and the host society.28 Contrary to the idea that 
Basques were more easily integrated into the American society, various 
scholars revealed how in reality Basque immigrants faced considerable 
discrimination and exclusion in the early twentieth century, like many 
other immigrant groups, following a trajectory from a negative to a pos-
itive image.29 Just as ethnicity replaced race as the defining category of 
Basques, new methodologies and interdisciplinary interaction brought 
new insights into the understanding of the Basque immigrant experi-
ence in the West. In 1970, anthropologist William A. Douglass observed 
that Basque immigrants, coming mostly from a peasant background, 
had no prior experience working as sheepherders under extensive open-
range conditions.30
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Later, some historians have put the Basque immigrant experience 
into a broader American context. In 1991, Richard W. Etulain discussed 
the tensions between the Basque immigrant community and the dom-
inant host society. Etulain came to explain that in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, both negative and positive images toward 
Basque immigrants coexisted depending on the specific issues at stake. 
It can also be concluded from his work that as some early Basque im-
migrants became prominent ranchers and second-generation Basque 
Americans integrated into American mainstream, Basques gradually 
obtained a good reputation among their neighbors in the different local 
communities in the West.31

Richard Etulain’s work offered a new perspective and opened new 
avenues for understanding the Basque immigrant experience in the 
American West. After him, other experts on Basque immigration in the 
United States —  such as Jeronima Echeverria, John Bieter, or Kevin D. 
Hatfield —  have also adopted a revisionist view, which is the main point 
of departure for the present study.32 Kevin D. Hatfield has correctly said, 
“The absence of a concerted examination of the social, political, and eco-
nomic evolution of Basque open-range sheepherding in the American 
West has allowed the romantic ideal of the nomadic Basque shepherd to 
remain entrenched in popular literature.”33

An important aim of this book is to take a step toward filling this gap in 
the new historiography of the Basque in the American West. Echoing 
the New Western historians, the present study considers the West a 
complex place of interactions, convergences, and reciprocal influences 
among native-born and immigrant groups. Among the latter were also 
the Basques. As one historian has said, “Modern America is uniquely, 
as Turner failed to perceive, a blend of its immigrant and native heri-
tages.”34 This book challenges the idea of melting-pot homogeneity in 
the American West by examining the Basque immigrant experience in 
Nevada as a complex collectivity in a complex geographical place.35 The 
present study argues that the story is more complicated if the lives of 
the Basque immigrant workers are considered in their larger cultural di-
mensions. Furthermore, in the same vein as Kevin Hatfield’s work, this 
book revises the traditional interpretation of the romantic image that 
surrounds Basque sheepherders in the American West.
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The scholarship focusing on Basque immigration to the West has 
lacked a solid focus on the labor and political history of the Basque in-
volvement in the sheepherding industry. In early works on the Basque 
immigrant communities, a romanticized perspective on the Basque 
sheepworkers was frequently maintained without engaging fully in 
the social, economic, or political history of this immigrant community. 
Contrary to the conventional and filiopietistic historical narrative, this 
book provides a critical study of the Basque sheepherders focused on 
understanding their place in its wider economic, political, sociological, 
and international context. Deconstructing the archetypal image of the 
Basque sheepherders in the West, this study fully integrates the Basque 
immigrant labor into the agricultural production system. The experi-
ence of Basque immigrant laborers was not isolated. It was vinculated 
with all the elements that made up the sheep industry, which was at the 
same time intermingled with broader capitalist relations of production 
through its many overlapping transformations on the American West 
during the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

In particular, this book explores the case of Basque agricultural labor 
in Nevada by integrating recent historiographical approaches that empha-
size the impact of capitalism on the environment of the American West 
and vice versa. Historian William Cronon has argued: “Each of the city’s 
commodities had been produced by human beings facing each other in the 
tumultuous relationship whose name was market: farmers and grain trad-
ers, cowboys and cattle barons, lumberjacks and lumbermen, all struggling 
over who would control the product of their collective work.”36 

Yet, as Cronon remarked, “The buying and selling of wage labor was 
among the most important innovations” that resulted from the estab-
lishment of capitalist modes of production in the West.37 Based on this 
theoretical framework, this study considers Basque immigrant workers 
as another labor commodity in the global economic relations and fluc-
tuations of the commodity market. In other words, Basque immigrant 
labor in the sheep industry must be comprehended as an interdependent 
element in the broader socioeconomic system.

Another aim of the present book is to understand the racializa-
tion of the Basque immigrants and how the racial meaning influenced 
the integration process of this collectivity to the host society. In the 
early 1970s, William Douglass identified the Basque immigrant pop-
ulation as Caucasian and took for granted the privileges bestowed to 
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them under this racial category in the United States. He wrote: “The 
fact that the Basques are Caucasians meant that they did not possess 
physical clues which would make them readily identifiable by the un-
informed and hence easy marks for discrimination on racist grounds.”38 
However, the question here is not, as Douglass put it, about whether 
Basques were Caucasians or not; it is rather about who categorized —  and 
why —  Basques as Caucasians. Historian Matthew F. Jacobson has stated: 
“Caucasians are not born. . . they are somehow made. It’s just a question 
of who does the making.”39 

Enriching to the preexisting historiography of “whiteness” in 
America, the present investigation considers “race” as an invented cat-
egory, which has been founded politically and culturally in order to 
separate people based on supposed differences in the United States. 
Historians such as David R. Roediger, James R. Barrett, and Mathew 
F. Jacobson have investigated how race ascribed European immigrant 
groups a social and economic status crucial in order to accelerate their 
integration processes in the United States.40 Moreover, according to 
Matthew F. Jacobson, those European immigrants, such as the Basques, 
could be identified as white, but at the same time they could be seen by 
others (or even by themselves) as racially different, even nonwhite, with 
all forms of discrimination and exclusion that this implied. The passage 
of the early 1920s immigration restriction laws, Jacobson has further 
said, resulted in the creation of an amorphous group called Caucasians 
in which the new immigrants from southern and eastern Europe were 
now included.41

Although immigration restrictive legislation limited significantly 
Basque immigration to the American West, after that their integration 
process accelerated amidst a shifting new racial paradigm and a rapidly 
changing international context marked by overlapping events leading up 
to World War II. During the shortage of Basque immigrant labor supply 
that ensued as a result of the early 1920s restrictive measures, Mexican 
labor was employed in the sheep operations, something that increased 
especially during World War II. During the war, sheep ranchers enthu-
siastically glorified and praised Basque sheepherders, and discriminated 
against Mexicans as undesired labor. The “Othering” and racist exclusion 
of Mexican sheepherders contributed further to more positive attitudes 
toward Basque immigrants, all of which must be understood in terms of 
whiteness in America.
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This book challenges the essentialist conception of Basques by question-
ing the underlying assumption that they were naturally good sheep labor-
ers.42 Just as Basque immigrants were regarded as indispensable laborers in 
the western open-range sheep industry throughout the twentieth century, 
as I will show throughout the book, a Nevada woolgrower community man-
ufactured a strand of a Basque identity on racial terms as a basic commod-
ity, which had important repercussions in other social, economic, political, 
and international dimensions. This study suggests that the contemporary 
racist ideology led to the social construction of Basques as “good sheepherd-
ers,” which strengthened and persisted in livestock agricultural circles. Then, 
the Basques effectively reached the point of visibility that would eventually 
grant them social legitimacy in the American West.

This book also aims to contribute to the existing historiography of 
American immigration from the 1920s to 1960s —  a period character-
ized by major immigration restrictions in American history. This re-
search builds primarily upon the work of historian Mae M. Ngai who 
has discussed the legal and juridical process of categorization of immi-
grants based on ethno-racial identification of the early 1920s that at-
tempted to redefine the racial-ethnic hierarchical map of the United 
States, which is to say that all nonwhites were excluded from legal im-
migration. According to Ngai, “Euro-American identities turned both 
on ethnicity —  that is, a nationality-based cultural identity that is defined 
as capable of transformation and assimilation —  and on a racial identity 
defined by whiteness.”43 Drawing upon Ngai’s work and the latest histo-
riographical approaches of American immigration, the present study ex-
amines the impact and effect of the restrictive immigration laws upon the 
Basque emigration to the United States in the mid-twentieth century.

Furthermore, the present book explores the political and legal di-
mension of the Basque immigrant workers in the sheep industry. This 
book explores the subject of land use disputes against the Basques and 
other newcomers in Nevada, and the political attention it attracted from 
pro-cattle interests. Among them, the most vociferous was Senator Key 
Pittman, who in the early 1910s launched a campaign against the open-
range sheep industry in Nevada whose targets included the Basque ag-
ricultural labor. The present book argues that the criminalization of 
Basque immigrant sheepherders and the denigration of the entire col-
lectivity operated as an instrument to defend the economic interests of 
important cattle ranchers in Nevada. These assumed perceptions about 
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the Basque sheepherders eventually influenced federal land manage-
ment decisions. More specifically, in the early twentieth century the 
Forest Service found the problem of overstocking more troublesome, 
and according to the rangers, itinerant sheepherders were a major prob-
lem affecting Nevada’s rangelands. The elite discourse about conserva-
tion villainized and deemed threatening the Basque sheepherders to vast 
public grazing areas in Nevada, which shaped American public opinion. 

A major topic of the present study is the way ranchers responded to 
the Basque labor shortage and other economic problems affecting the 
sheep industry of Nevada from World War II to the mid-1950s, prob-
lems that ultimately caused the Basque sheepherders to become a focus 
for officials at the highest levels of the American and Spanish govern-
ments. This book analyzes the political organization of Nevada interest 
groups who sought to open the doors for an increasing Basque immigra-
tion from Spain in the mid-twentieth century in close cooperation with 
other western woolgrower associations under the patronage of Senator 
Patrick McCarran.44 

The history of Pat McCarran and his lobbying efforts to recruit Basque 
immigrant laborers is at the same time the history of the United States’ 
foreign relations with Francisco Franco’s Spain during the forties and fif-
ties. With the outbreak of the Cold War, Franco’s regime deliberately used 
its fervent anticommunism to approach the United States for economic 
support. The United States for its part found Spain’s geostrategic position 
attractive during the early Cold War. In this context, diplomatic relations 
facilitated economic relations, including the recruitment of Basque immi-
grants to work in the western sheep industry. 

This book brings into focus this dimension of the United States–Spanish 
relationships under the Cold War dynamics through an examination of the 
immigration issues between the two governments.45 This study understands 
the recruitment of Basque immigrants to work in the Nevada and western 
sheep industry as part of the international relations between the United 
States and Franco’s Spain that eventually led to the Pact of Madrid of 1953.

In order to clarify the major epochs surrounding this social, economic 
and political history, this book is broken out into three separate parts. The 
first part discusses the historical foundations for Basque immigration in 
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Nevada and the West. The first chapter traces the late nineteenth-century 
development of the open-range sheep industry in the state of Nevada, 
with special focus on its economic and legal dimension. Particularly, it 
explores how the free access to the public-domain lands and some fa-
vorable environmental conditions fostered the expansion of sheep graz-
ing, which would eventually became a major pull factor for subsequent 
Basque immigration. 

The second chapter analyzes the arrival of early Basque ranch interests 
in Nevada and their role in attracting future Basque immigrants from the 
Old Country to become sheepherders. The expansion of sheep agriculture 
in the 1890s brought the employment of significant numbers of work-
ers, largely European immigrants, to labor in the most desolate range-
lands of the Great Basin. During the 1890s, there was demand for contract 
labor from sheep operations, some of which were owned by Basques. Early 
Basque pioneer stock operators began recruiting Basque workers from the 
Old World. The efforts of these early contractors set the immigration pat-
tern between the Basque Country and the American West.

The second part of the book is concerned with the decisive years 
when the Basque immigrant sheepherders became a noticed collectivity 
and further consolidated their place within the host society. The third 
chapter explores how at the turn of the century the Basques’ presence 
in Nevada and the vast herds of sheep they tended influenced the early 
Forest Service decisions about who should graze and have access to high-
mountain pastures. The Basque sheep herds also prompted actions from 
the state of Nevada and other local interests to put in place restrictions 
and rules on access to water and land by itinerant graziers.

Chapter 4 analyzes the historical process of social and economic ad-
justments of the Basque immigrant community between the decades of 
1910 and 1930. By 1910, the steady flow of immigrants from the Basque 
Country guaranteed and strengthened the endurance of this commu-
nity in Nevada. As they became a well-accepted and respected immigrant 
group, Basques began facing greater legal constraints on their status as 
immigrants and on their engagement in itinerant sheep grazing. The 
Immigration Act of 1924 sharply reduced Basque and other immigration 
from southern and eastern Europe. For the sheep industry, this meant a 
Basque labor shortage in the near future.

The third part of the book deals with the recruiting process of 
Basque immigrant workers that responded to the labor shortage during 
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World War II, a process that was prolonged until the 1950s and beyond. 
Chapters 5 and 6 analyze how sheep ranchers demanded from their rep-
resentatives in Congress that legal restrictions to enter the country on 
Basque immigrants be lifted during World War II. According to them, 
the depletion of Basque labor to work on the ranges threatened to ob-
struct sheep production. They organized themselves to find solutions. 
In this fight for Basque sheepherders, Nevada’s U.S. senator Patrick 
McCarran was instrumental in helping woolgrowers gain an increased 
Basque immigrant labor supply. Although it was not the only issue 
facing the sheep industry in the West, it drew great attention.

Chapter 7 sets the Basque immigrant labor issue in the context of 
diplomatic negotiations between the United States and Spain that even-
tually crystallized into the Pact of Madrid in 1953 —  the military-related 
cooperation contract between the two governments that officially ended 
the ostracism against Spain from western liberal democracies. This chap-
ter analyzes how the process of importing more Basque immigrant labor 
from Spain was closely intertwined with the evolution of U.S.–Spanish 
relations during the early Cold War. It explores the interests of both 
Patrick McCarran and Francisco Franco in encouraging further Basque 
immigration to the American West. 

In summing up, this book gives a more complex perspective on 
the Basque sheepherders in Nevada’s Great Basin. The present study 
contributes to a detailed comprehension of the social, economic, po-
litical, and cultural world that surrounded Basque immigrant sheep-
herders from the late nineteenth to the mid-twentieth centuries in 
Nevada. It analyzes the place, participation, and negotiation of the 
Basque immigrant agricultural workers within the sheep industry of 
Nevada. On the one hand, it examines the place of the Basque sheep-
herders within the overall sheep business, locally, nationally, and in-
ternationally. On the other hand, it analyzes their participation in the 
development of the open-range sheep industry, as well as their civic 
participation in the host society. And further, it explores the complex 
identity negotiations that Basque immigrants faced at different times 
in the American context. This is a story of how Basque immigrants 
became sheepherders in Nevada and eventually were commodified as 
a desirable workforce in response to the constant demand for their 
labor power in the sheep industry from the late nineteenth to the 
mid-twentieth centuries. 
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After the Sheep Rush
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The Promises of the Silver State

The Development of the Sheep Industry  
in Nevada, 1850–1900

Any investigation of Basque immigrant labor in Nevada’s sheep indus-
try forms a small part of the saga of the western livestock range his-
tory. In this particular study, the focus is the socioeconomic development 
of commercial sheep grazing in the Nevada portion of the Great Basin 
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.1 However, 
before the arrival of Basque immigrants to this region, there was al-
ready a sheep industry well underway in Nevada. Before a consideration 
of Basque immigration and work as sheepherders can be undertaken, 
there must occur a consideration of the sheep industry itself in Nevada 
during the last half of the nineteenth century.

Nevada is an arid, mountainous, and barren state. It consists mainly 
of a plateau marked by north to south mountain ranges lying for the 
most part within the Great Basin desert. The precipitation is low and 
consists for the most part of snow falling in the high mountains during 
winter. The precipitation at lower elevations is too low for even dry 
farming purposes. Because of this arid ecosystem, Nevada has been un-
suited to most kinds of crop agriculture, and consequently the state’s 
population remained low and sparse in the nineteenth century. During 
the early mining boom in the mid-nineteenth century, the population 
was concentrated in small urban mining developments. By the end of 
the nineteenth century, mining fell into a depression in Nevada. Then, 
livestock operations surpassed a failing mining industry in the state. The 
scarcity of water sources determined much of the socioeconomical activ-
ity of Nevada. Throughout the years, the possession and control of water 
determined the use of Nevada’s rangelands.2
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The mining industry was the first modern extractive sector to be de-
veloped by the Euro-American population in Nevada. The continued ar-
rival of newcomers who tried to prosper in the so-called Silver State in 
the extraction of minerals added to the development of the livestock in-
dustry. In other words, miners’ and early settlers’ mouths needed feeding. 
After the Civil War (1861–65), Nevada’s rangelands supported thousands 
of cattle and, to a lesser degree, sheep. By the late 1880s, the sheep indus-
try became a fast-growing sector. For many with capital to invest in the 
American West, sheep grazing was a profitable business, offering an op-
portunity for profits with low investment for the cost of production. In 
other words, the sheep industry appeared to be a low-risk business. 

In the late nineteenth century, the state of Nevada became one of the 
major sheep producing states in the West, owing largely to the presence 
of a very high percentage of public-domain lands. Free access to these 
public-domain lands was important in allowing the sheep business to 
be profitable in Nevada. In the late 1880s, the state of Nevada was re-
garded as “the best sheep country” in the United States.3 In the 1890s, 
as the mining camps declined, sheep numbers multiplied on Nevada 
ranges. However, sheep numbers would fluctuate over the coming de-
cades during policy debates and rules changes regarding the use of the 
free lands.4 

During this era, Basque immigration to the region increased sub-
stantially as work opportunities in the sheepherding industry became 
available (the way this immigration unfolded is discussed in detail in 
chapter 2). In chapter 1 below, I discuss the historical background of 
the sheep industry in the late nineteenth century in order to bring into 
view the broader historical context of Basque immigrant sheepherd-
ing in this region. 

“Through Nevada’s Desert”:  
Commercial Sheep Grazing Begins

The economic evolution of the Nevada Territory and early statehood 
period was largely determined by the development of the Far West’s 
mining economy. As the demand for animal products increased, the sheep 
industry became a highly profitable business. The first domestic sheep en-
tering Nevada was a flock introduced by the Workman and Rowland party 
in 1841 who drove a herd of 150 sheep from New Mexico to California, 
passing through the southern portion of the present boundaries of 
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Nevada. The Workman-Rowland migration preceded subsequent larger 
sheep drives from New Mexico to California in the early 1850s.5

During the gold rush in California in 1849 and the early 1850s, 
Nevada emerged as an important site within the western sheep market. 
Generally, the point of departure for the sheep herds into California 
became New Mexico, where investors could find sheep at low prices. In 
the long livestock drives, thousands of head of sheep moved from north-
western New Mexico to the mining camps in California. Nevada became 
part of this trail on the way to California. In 1852, one of the major, if 
not first, totally commercial sheep drives to California was Richens Lacy 
Wootton, also known as “Uncle Dick,” who trailed one thousand sheep 
from Taos in New Mexico to Sacramento with the help of fourteen hired 
sheepherders, seven guards, eight goats, and sheep dogs to control the 
flocks. One year later, Christopher “Kit” Carson, along with his partner 
Lucien B. Maxwell, bought thirteen thousand head of sheep in Santa Fe 
and trailed them to Sacramento. Both parties inspired later sheep drives 
and established the route for the trailing of these animals to the Pacific 
Coast. These early entrepreneurs made rapid fortunes, later carrying out 
additional successful sheep drives across the region. One source calcu-
lated that between 1852 and 1860 more than half a million sheep tra-
versed Nevada on their way to California.6

Livestock agriculture had its beginnings in Nevada in the 1850s in 
the western portion of the Great Basin. Family-based Mormon migrants 
from Utah began to settle in the Carson Valley area and developed rural 
communities, bringing with them small flocks of sheep. Also, stockmen 
from California began wintering their cattle in the western rangelands 
of Nevada, primarily in the Truckee Meadows, as forerunners of the 
eastward movement of the California ranch frontier. By the second half 
of the 1850s, three prominent livestock ranching operations had already 
settled in Nevada: Fred Dangberg in Carson Valley, Hock Mason in the 
area of today’s Lyon County, and the Smith Brothers in the area that 
became known by their family name, Smith Valley.7

At the same time, the decline of placer mining in California prompted 
prospectors and capitalists to explore for new precious metals in the inte-
rior of the Far West. New lodes were found immediately across the Sierra. 
In 1859, the discovery of the Comstock Lode opened a new prosperous local 
economy and, of course, strengthened the small livestock industry east of 
the Sierra in what was then Utah Territory. Stock operators prospered and 
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succeeded along with the mining bonanzas of the Comstock and contin-
ued even after the failure of the Comstock mines around 1880. After the 
initial Comstock discoveries, California corporations rushed to purchase 
mining claims in the Comstock Lode, something which was followed by the 
quick development of the San Francisco Mining Stock Exchange to raise in-
vestment capital. Subsequent mining booms throughout Nevada increased 
demand for livestock products.8

Although the relation between mining discoveries and a livestock 
economy was important in the development of the livestock industry in 
Nevada, it does not tell the whole story as the livestock economy con-
tinued to also be viable during the twenty years of Nevada’s mining de-
pression from 1880 to 1900. Nevertheless, the success of early stockmen 
during the mining era helped prove the potential of selected Nevada ranges 
for grazing. Some of those early operations included cattle herds from 
Texas which, in the years immediately following the Civil War, began to 
be grazed in Elko County, and then in the early 1870s, the important oper-
ations established by several prominent ranchers coming from California 
and elsewhere, such as John W. Long’s operation in Clover Valley and the 
Altube Brothers in Independence Valley. Later, in 1890, historian Hubert 
H. Bancroft would optimistically write: “Nevada is a better agricultural 
country than at first glance one might expect to find.”9

After Nevada statehood in 1864 and the end of the Civil War in 1865, 
the future for the stock industry on the open rangelands of Nevada had 
been promising. Expansion of livestock production in the Pacific Coast 
brought falling stock market prices in California. Large sheep bands now 
grazed eastward into the Great Basin to serve the satellite markets cre-
ated around the new Nevada mining districts. In the spring of 1869, 
the Central Pacific Railroad completed its route across Nevada. The rail-
road set the stage for additional market access to livestock raised on 
Nevada ranges. New mineral discoveries increased the railroad traffic, 
as did livestock production. Along the railroad’s route, property values 
significantly rose and stock agriculture in adjoining counties expanded. 
In the summer of 1872, the Humboldt Register reported that an increas-
ing number of “sheepmen” were acquiring titles to lands in Humboldt 
County, Nevada. Because sheep products were more valued in Chicago 
and other far-away markets on the East Coast, the development and 
improvement of transportation and favorable market conditions made 
Nevada a perfect state to raise meat on the hoof. Free forage from federal 
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lands, of course, lowered production costs. All contributed to the ul-
timate objective of securing the largest margin of profit.10

As the mining industry declined in Nevada in the latter part of the 
century, the livestock industry continued to grow. In 1875, the Territorial 
Enterprise of Virginia City announced that Nevada did not need more 
miners and advised those migrants who intended to be employed by 
those corporations to keep away from this locality:

In the Atlantic States they appear not to understand that the rich 
silver mines of the Comstock are few in number. . . . The Comstock 
does not cover the whole State, nor does the bonanza extend 
through the whole Comstock. We now have miners enough and 
more than enough to work all of our mines, both paying and pro-
spective. Let this be understood abroad, and let moneyless men 
give the Comstock a wide berth.11 

But the Enterprise held out the advice to those willing to come to 
the West to enter the region’s emerging sheep ranching: “Better cross 
the Sierras and seek employment on the sheep ranches of Southern 
California, than to stop here to starve while walking over the millions 
that lie buried deep in the rocky bosom of the big bonanza.”12

From 1864 to 1878, fluctuations in the Comstock mining boom laid 
bare the uncertain future of the state’s economy. When the Comstock 
failed after 1877, the structural weakness of the mining economy became 
evident. As an alternative to failing mining investments, many capital-
ists invested in stock ranching. In 1876, a Nevada sheep operator said: 
“Sheep are better than a government bond; you can tear off a coupon 
every six months half as big as the bond, and the bond is left as big as it 
was.” Within a period of twenty years, after the Comstock’s failure, stock 
raising operations assumed a major role in Nevada’s economy with sheep 
starting to rival cattle as the preferred stock. Stock raising agriculture of-
fered the promise of solid and stable economic development in Nevada. 
In 1881, in a travel article titled “Through Nevada’s Desert,” a corre-
spondent for the New York Times wrote: “The people of Nevada, now that 
the mining future is so dubious, can see nothing ahead but agriculture, 
and, as it has been demonstrated that the soil is good, the great problem 
is water.” Later, in 1885, the Central Nevadan of Battle Mountain noted: 
“There is no country in the world where sheep thrive so well, are so free 
from disease and attain such perfection as in Nevada.”13
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Limited Private Lands:  
The Law and Nevada’s Ranges in the Late Nineteenth Century

In Nevada, the arid conditions determined economic development, 
especially for crop agriculture, as well as for grazing, and ultimately 
the failure of the state to attract a population base. Despite the small, 
sparse settlements around mining, and ranching towns along the rail-
ways, most of the public domain of Nevada remained unclaimed and 
unsurveyed. The unsettled land situation in Nevada challenged the fed-
eral land policy that encouraged the alienation and privatization of the 
public-domain lands.14

When Nevada became the thirty-sixth state in the Union on October 
31, 1864, its statehood Enabling Act by Congress asserted ownership of 
the public domain by the United States and required the state to forever 
disclaim any right and title to the unappropriated federal lands. By this 
act, Congress granted 12,800 acres to Nevada for public buildings and 
education. From the late nineteenth century on, Nevada’s federal lands 
have been a focus of debate regarding local versus federal authority, par-
ticularly in access and use of resources. In an arid land, water is one of 
the most crucial resources. The history of the practical operation of im-
portant land laws of the United States in relation to the range industry 
and its need for water is complex, but a brief consideration of these laws 
is important as they were critical in the larger development of the live-
stock industry in the region.15

In 1862, true to its promise in the election campaign of 1860, the 
Republican Party passed the Homestead Act a year after Congress or-
ganized the Territory of Nevada in March 1861. The Homestead Act of-
fered heads of families free lands in the West to build homes and farms. 
Citizens who were heads of families (or who intended to become citi-
zens) were entitled to claim 160 acres of unappropriated public domain. 
Improvements in terms of structures and land cultivation were assumed 
from the homesteader living on the land. The 1909 Enlarged Homestead 
Act offered 320 acres of nonirrigable lands suitable for dry farming as 
designated by the General Land Office of the Department of the Interior. 
The homestead law with its amendments operated with variable degrees 
of success and failure in the West. It was more effective in the humid 
lands of the Upper Mississippi Valleys. And while its success was mod-
erate in portions of the Intermountain and Pacific regions, in Nevada 
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it was largely inapplicable for the type of large-scale stock agriculture 
grazing that occurred on the state’s marginal lands. Federal land policy 
failure in Nevada was legendary. In the period from 1864 to 1904, far 
fewer homestead entries were made in Nevada than in any other west-
ern public-domain state.

Other generous land acts similar to the Homestead Act aimed to pro-
mote settlement in the arid West: the Timber Culture Act, the Timber 
and Stone Act, the Desert Land Act of 1877, and the Carey Act of 1894. 
However, each of these failed to achieve settlement results. Some re-
quired the development of water supplies and irrigation. Under fed-
eral land alienation laws, complete land privatization failed. The result 
was the continued ownership of much of the West and almost all of 
Nevada by the federal government. What land was acquired resulted in 
the monopolization of water sources and rangelands by large livestock 
operations.16

In 1880 for Nevada, Congress responded with a two-million-acre land 
grant by which the state’s citizens selected lands for purchase. Under the 
original school land grants to states dating from 1841 and earlier, sec-
tions 16 and 36 in every surveyed township were made to the states 
for the support of common schools. However, this system did not work 
in Nevada. First, Nevada was mostly unsurveyed, and secondly, such a 
survey would yield worthless lands far from water sources. School land 
grants under the old law were clearly not applicable for the support of 
Nevada’s schools. The 1880 school land grant to Nevada permitted state 
authorities and citizens to select unappropriated nonmineral public lands 
within the state in not less than 40-acre parcels that proved to be desir-
able land tracts for privatization. The disposition of “selected lands” was 
to be made under regulations prescribed by the Nevada legislature.

The 1881 state legislative session initiated the school land-selling 
process of randomly chosen acreage in no less than 40-acre parcels. 
The lands selected were generally those with nearby water sources 
that cattle interests purchased in smallholdings. Control of riparian 
lands meant control of the range. Water monopolization by cattle 
interests took hold in this period and under the selected lands dis-
tribution and purchase process. Stock operators often strategically ac-
quired ribbon-like parcels of land adjacent to streams and also around 
water sources or springs. The legislature set a price of $1.25 acre 
for the lands, requiring only 25 cents an acre as down payment and 
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extending the terms of payments sometimes over a fifty-year time 
span. These generous credit terms caused a rapid purchase of school 
lands and, of course, a monopolization of water sources.17

Nevada’s large stock firms, such as those owned by John Sparks, 
W.  N. M. McGill or the Dangberg family, became major purchasers 
of state-selected school lands. Those large operations, as range scien-
tist James A. Young observed, “deposited funds in Carson City to be 
drawn upon to meet the numerous annual credit payments for state 
school grant lands.” These companies had a number of contracts for 
further land purchases. There was a close cooperation between the 
State Land Office and the large livestock operations. The monopo-
lization in land ownership seemed a twofold purpose for the large 
firms: they owned the best lands along the streams for hay and win-
ter-feed production and at the same time they excluded small opera-
tors and itinerants from watered ranges. Through the possession and 
control of water sources, then, the school land disposition system 
facilitated rangeland monopolization. At a lower level, small oper-
ations and livestock farms struggled to survive in Nevada. Their busi-
ness needed to combine the prized hay pasture, irrigated lands, some 
good rangeland, and access to water on their home ranch of no more 
than 320 acres, as well as the indispensable use of the public domain. 
Small operators could only survive in the ranching business by pro-
ducing hay and watering on private land for the winter season and 
grazing on the federal lands. For many this was beyond their limited 
resources.18

For the most part, public rangelands and mining districts remained 
unregulated from the federal level. Congress had no intention to impose 
control or close the open rangelands to settlement. It did insist by the 
late 1880s that the public range not be fenced by stock operators or gra-
ziers. However, in the absence of central government regulation and its 
uncertainty about western public rangelands and mineral lodes, local 
authorities had freely begun making decisions. For example, after the 
coming of homesteaders and sheep owners to Nevada in the late 1860s, 
cattle producers saw increased use of the rangelands. In 1873, the Nevada 
legislature passed a branding law in an attempt to establish order on the 
ranges. With lack of enforcement, however, the state’s capacity to control 
the range problems failed. While Nevada began to enforce some range 
law, livestock operators often ignored it.19



 The Promises of the Silver State 37

Squatters settled on different corners of Nevada’s public domain, 
but without assurance that in the future they could acquire such prop-
erties. Typically, those kinds of squatters declared their intent to file a 
preemptive claim under any of the land laws, although most of them 
did not prove up because they did not pay the standardized $1.25 per 
acre for the land their animals grazed. Yet, the land could not be taxed 
by the state because it was still public domain belonging to the federal 
government. But local authorities were interested in legislation to for-
malize squatting activities. In 1865, the legislature of Nevada enacted a 
law concerning property taxes, which permitted counties to assess what 
they considered “possessory property” on the public-domain lands or 
land claims upon which a squatter had not proved up. The assessment 
occurred on the improvement to the property, such as houses, out-
buildings, barns, and livestock.20

Toward the end of the 1880s, after a rapid livestock population growth 
and especially the expansion of the sheep industry, lack of regulation and 
grazing controls exposed continuing quarrels over range resources. In 
general terms, the Nevada land situation was divided into three main 
categories: first, the greater part of Nevada was public domain, with a 
huge percentage of marginal lands remaining unclaimed; second, over 
half of the property privately owned belonged to the railroads and big 
ranch outfits; third, virtually all the remaining privately owned lands 
were situated around or close to water sources along streams adjacent to 
productive grasslands. The result was the bulk of Nevada private prop-
erty was in large ranches monopolizing surface waters.21 

In the 1880s, the state of Nevada saw an unprecedented expansion 
and growth of stock numbers on the ranges—both sheep and cattle. In 
June 1880, the New York Times assessed: “In the sage-brush lands, alfalfa, 
the cereals, and all vegetables flourish in profusion where water can be 
obtained, and Nevada is becoming an important stock-raising State.” 
Because of a huge depression in the mining industry, many investors in 
the extraction of metals transferred their capital to the livestock busi-
ness. These years also witnessed a rise in the number and weights of 
sheep slaughtered in Nevada.22 

For the fiscal year ending June 30, 1885, Christopher C. Powning, 
U.S. surveyor general of Nevada, prepared a report on the state’s extrac-
tive economic activities utilizing public lands. In those days, the sheep 
industry was, Powning wrote, “in a prosperous condition.”
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There are 500,000 sheep on the ranges. Mutton sheep are valued 
at $2 per head, and lambs at $1,50. The average annual increase 
is 80 per cent. The wool clip averages 6 pounds, and good Nevada 
wool brings 16 cents per pound. There are no dry seasons here for 
sheep, and each year will witness a marked increase in this impor-
tant, permanent and profitable industry.23

While economic winds favored sheep grazing, it lacked, however, 
support from the state authorities.

On range issues, the Nevada state government and cattle interests 
allied to the detriment of the sheep industry. Nevada’s legislature ac-
tively sponsored legislation to undermine sheep grazing because of its 
migratory, itinerant, and “foreign” character —  a reference to the fact that 
around this time non–Anglo Saxon sheepherders, especially Basque im-
migrants, were increasingly working as sheepherders. The state sought 
ways to limit competition for the range and assert the cattle industry’s 
economic position. In February 1889, the Nevada legislature passed a 
stock trespass law and in 1893 the Nevada assembly enacted a new stat-
ute by declaring it unlawful “to herd or graze any live stock upon the 
lands of another without having first obtained the consent of the owner 
or owners of the land so to do.” The state of Nevada tried to close access 
from the public lands to water streams, springs, or holes, which were sur-
rounded by privately owned lands. The new trespass law made stockmen 
responsible for double the damages caused by their stock trespassing 
onto private property. These efforts, however, were unable to blunt the 
long-term growth of the sheep industry which would continue to in-
crease in the coming decades.24

Use of public-domain lands in the intermountain states of Nevada 
and Utah was absolutely vital to the operations of big stock outfits. The 
grazing of the federal lands reduced significantly sheep production costs. 
The open-range system of livestock grazing offers a picturesque feature 
of western agricultural history of this period. Basically, the labor con-
tracted to graze livestock by the companies —  either the sheepherders or 
their counterparts in the cattle industry who rode horses, the cowboys—
wandered at will over the federal lands looking for pastures that were 
marginal and remained in the public domain. For many years, livestock 
operators grazed stock freely on these lands. By century’s end, however, 
every stock grower knew that the days of free and open range might be 
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numbered. Although many livestock owners made fortunes and prospered 
under the conditions of open-range grazing, uncontrolled stock numbers on 
the range depleted the resources. Additionally, the competition among oper-
ators for forage brought conflict and damage to the ranges. As a result, early 
on, sheep grazing in these open ranges often faced opposition in the state, 
especially from the powerful cattle interests. After 1890, however, a number 
of developments offered opportunities for sheep on Nevada ranges.25

The Sheep Bonanza of the 1890s

As in the Great Plains, the early cattle industry in the Great Basin devel-
oped with open-range grazing. Low operating expenses with cheap labor, 
free forage, and open range made for large profits. In the late 1880s, 
severe droughts and cold winters occurred. The winter of 1889–90 was 
the disastrous “White Winter” on Nevada ranges, which wiped out the 
stock herds in the Great Basin. The losses during this winter surpassed 
all previous winters and wreaked havoc on northern Nevada ranges. 
Locally in the Great Basin the “White Winter” demanded a transforma-
tion of open-range grazing practices that now required the cultivation of 
hay crops to winter feed stock. In many cases, this meant smaller home 
ranch operations began to irrigate lands and even to plant alfalfa and 
large outfits stopped simply letting cattle run freely on the open range 
during cold and dangerous winters.26 

After the “White Winter,” as stock operators abandoned the clas-
sic open-range system, they placed greater emphasis upon the raising 
of hay for winter feeding. The process required greater capital invest-
ment, reducing profit margins. Stock operators of all kinds suffered great 
losses. Many were forced to quit their businesses. Others reduced their 
operations, and some transferred into sheep grazing. Bankruptcies were 
frequent. Generally, although cattle losses were more severe than sheep, 
numbers of stock on the rangelands in both cattle and sheep fell dra-
matically. In March 1890, C. S. Reynolds, a sheep broker from Nebraska, 
noted the following about the critical situation: “One reason for the 
heavy loss in Nevada is that no hay was raised during the last two years 
. . . The meagre supply of hay was given to the cattle, and the sheep had 
to rustle or starve.”27 The eleventh U.S. census of June 1, 1890, reported 
that the state of Nevada showed fewer sheep on farms (ranches) than 
many other western states, especially Montana, Wyoming, New Mexico, 
Arizona, Utah, Idaho, Oregon, California, and Colorado.28 
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The “White Winter” added to the hard economic times across Nevada 
as the mines were also in a terribly depressed condition. In August 1891, 
on a visit to San Francisco, Nevada governor Roswell K. Colcord said the 
state’s mines did not prove attractive for further investment. Colcord de-
clared that most mine locations were either exhausted or overpopulated 
for the work available. He warned people of California to stay put and 
not to go to Nevada. During the decade of 1890, a general mining de-
pression, disastrous winters for livestock, and a general national depres-
sion after 1893 reduced the population of Nevada from 47,355 in 1890 
to 42,335 by 1900 according to the National Census of 1900.29

The significantly reduced cattle numbers on the Nevada ranges that 
resulted from the winter of 1889–1890 would benefit sheep graziers. 
James Young writes: “The net immediate effect of the white winter was 
freedom for the range sheep industry to expand without competition 
from previously established cattle ranches.” In addition to the severe 
winters, availability of range resources had also been altered by over-
grazing, inappropriate agricultural practices, and droughts. The exhaus-
tion of perennial grasses was followed by the invasion of annuals, shrubs, 
and big sagebrush —  all of which had negative effects on cattle grazing, 
but none of which adversely affected sheep grazing. Consequently, the 
new economic situation after the “White Winter” opened up a promis-
ing period for the sheep industry of Nevada. In spite of the hardships 
the sheep industry had faced during the White Winter, the sheep in-
dustry would go on to make advancements that frustrated the cattle 
community in Nevada.30

After the “White Winter,” as the Nevada ranges became a major pro-
ducer of sheep, sheep breeders stocked Nevada ranges with hundreds 
of thousands of animals. In the years 1890–1899, according to the agri-
cultural census of 1900, the total sheep population in Nevada increased 
from 273,469 to 568,251 head, more than the total number of neat cattle 
(see table 1.1). Dispersed over wide range areas, market centers grew up 
with packinghouses in Denver and Omaha that connected the West with 
the main national markets.31

Meanwhile, the Nevada state legislature continued discussing the 
competition for range sources, frequently advocating for cattle interests. 
While the state assembly proposed several strategies to exclude sheep 
from state ranges, little was accomplished. In February 1895, John H. 
Weiland from Elko filed a bill in the Nevada legislature to require licenses 
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for sheep grazing in Nevada. The bill, Bill N. 90, was intended to limit 
itinerant sheep operations, particularly in consideration of the fact that 
oftentimes out-of-state companies from Utah, California, or Idaho sent 
large herds of sheep into Nevada, who employed immigrant labor such 
as the Basques. This bill proposed grazing licenses on a preference basis 
according to the total of sheep unit. Most importantly, the bill proposed 
licenses that could be as much as $250 annually on large sheep herds. It 
provided, furthermore, “that nothing in this Act contained, shall be con-
strued as to require the procurement of more than one license for the 
same sheep, in the same county, for the same year.”32

The bill responded to the perceived threat of the still-expanding 
sheep industry and made it a misdemeanor for any person to graze 
sheep without the proper license. Under this bill, county sheriffs were 
the sheep license collectors and in charge of inquiries and detailed exam-
inations. But when the bill came up to vote, the legislature was deeply di-
vided. Ultimately, the sheep license bill lost by a vote of eighteen to nine. 
Nevertheless, the session established a special “Sheep Law Committee” 
consisting of three members from the assembly and two from the senate 
to formulate a measure that would satisfy cattle and sheep interests. The 
members of the committee consisted of two cattlemen and two sheep-
men, as well as one disinterested party. As Patrick L. Flanigan, Republican 
representative from Washoe County, put it: “This is a question of very 
great importance, and as we fully realize the necessity of a bill protect-
ing both cattle and sheep interests.”33 But these legislative efforts re-
mained controversial. As the Nevada State Journal declared on February 
21, 1895, by attempting to pass the sheep license bill, the state legisla-
ture was working “at the quickest speed possible to kill the sheep indus-
try in Nevada.” The article remarked that the sheep industry should be 
considered one of the main economic sectors in Nevada. It argued that 

Table 1.1. Total number of sheep and neat cattle in the state of Nevada, 1860–1900

Nevada 1860 1870 1880 1890 1900

Total number  
 of sheep

376 11,018 280,695 273,469 568,251

Total number  
 of neat cattle

5,471 31,516 216,823 210,900 304,131

Source: U.S. Census Office, Census Reports. Vol. V, “Twelfth Census of the United States, Taken 
in the Year 1900,” Agriculture. Pt. 1, “Farms, Live Stock, and Animal Products” (Washington, D.C.: 
 Government Printing Office, 1902), 704, 708. 
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the economic development in Nevada was largely based on livestock 
ranching—either sheep or cattle. Given the arid climate and poor lands 
for crop agriculture, it explained how sheep ranching naturally grew 
and prospered in Nevada. The State Journal contended that the develop-
ment of the sheep industry held the key to the state’s future: “There are 
many persons engaged in it, and considerable [amounts] of the revenue 
for the support of State and county governments is derived from it. It 
utilizes pasturage in Nevada which other wise would be wasted. It gives 
employment to a good many persons, who, if the business is crippled by 
unfriendly legislation, would have to leave the State.”34

On March 11, 1895, the Sheep Law Committee proposed in the 
senate a substitute act for Assembly Bill N. 90, establishing further reg-
ulation of the open-range sheep industry in Nevada for the local govern-
ment. The state substitute bill was then approved by the majority and 
approved by the governor of Nevada, John E. Jones.35 

The Reno Weekly Gazette and Stockman spoke for many Nevada 
ranchers and landowners when it urged a solution to bring order to 
the rangelands, regardless of the competition between the sheep and 
cattle interests. The article urged that all landowning graziers, be they 
either sheep or cattle people, be interested in suppressing the presence 
of “roving bands of stock”: 

Decent stockmen in Nevada have been at the mercy of roving bands 
of stock that were owned by aliens and run where they pleased, 
taking the best of everybody’s feed without paying rent, taxes or 
anything else. . . . This would simply have had the effect to kill the 
business, and the State and counties would have lost an important 
industry. Nevada has so few lines that can be made productive that 
every one who gave the matter any intelligent consideration felt 
that it would be very bad to kill off the sheep industry.36 

The majority of resident stock operators (sheep and cattle people) 
who owned land, either large or small, saw transient sheep grazing on 
the public domain as a threat to established range practices and there-
fore a threat to law and order. This rural public sentiment against the 
itinerant sheep grazing on federal lands was in accord with the yeoman 
farmer private property tenets of Jeffersonian Democracy that the priva-
tization of the majority of the small farms in the public domain made 
possible.37 In Nevada, however, as mentioned earlier, the prevailing land 
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laws did not lead to the privatization of most of the public domain as had 
occurred in other states. Assemblyman Patrick Flanigan, a resident sheep 
grazier, backed the sheep license act because it undermined the position 
of the nonresident stock growers, especially Basque and Portuguese im-
migrant herders and the Mormon sheepmen of Utah. Their herds came 
in from out of state and used the Nevada ranges while the owners con-
tributed nothing in the way of tax revenue to the state. According to 
Flanigan, nine-tenths of the state’s woolgrowers community strongly 
supported the bill. He said that both cattlemen and sheepmen were satis-
fied with the sheep license bill. Part of the law was a reaction against the 
recent European immigrants and the out-of-state companies who em-
ployed herders to bring sheep into the state. In particular, an anti-Basque 
sentiment was explicit in Flanigan’s statements.38

In 1897, the legislature revised the law to compel all the sheep 
owners to pay a license to the counties in which they operated, unless 
they owned one acre of land for every two head of sheep on the range. 
Although the new law was approved and celebrated by many estab-
lished stock operators, its application was problematic. The itinerant gra-
ziers who moved sheep from one section of grazing lands to another 
were usually difficult to follow as they moved across county lines. 
Additionally, some graziers who did not own land found an alternative 
way to avoid paying for a license by leasing parcels. In this case, legally, 
leasing or owning land was the same. Since the railroads were the larg-
est landowners, their land agents saw the new regulation as another way 
to make money through leasing railroad lands. Sheep raisers began to 
lease railroad land because it was much cheaper than the amount they 
had to pay under the new state sheep tax laws. Consequently, the rail-
road companies leased a large number of poor and worthless lands to 
sheep operators.39

On January 26, 1897, a taxpayer from Golconda wrote a letter to the 
editor of the Salt Lake City Daily Tribune complaining about these ir-
regular activities: 

The result is that except to help the railroad company lease 
worthless land the law is a blank failure. The only parties sat-
isfied with it are the railroad companies and the tramp sheep-
owners. The sheep-owner rents a few townships (that is the odd 
sections) of alkali land at, say, $10 per township —  which likely he 
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never sees at all. Certainly he never occupies —  and with his lease 
in his pocket claims the right to range over the whole State. The 
question may be settled to the satisfaction of the courts, the rail-
road company and the tramp sheepmen, but scarcely to the satis-
faction of the taxpayers and legitimate stock-raisers.40

Clearly, this Nevadan described fraud and a failure of the law. The 
law did not satisfy those from the livestock community who wished for 
a restriction on those whom they saw as outsiders creating chaos on the 
Nevada ranges. Remedies to the situation seemed almost impossible.

In the decade from 1890 to 1900, uncertainty and confusion among 
stock operators increased. They feared that another “White Winter” 
might occur. Although uncertainty for the future worked against invest-
ment in cattle ranching, sheep operations seemed more secure. The sheep 
population actually increased as state efforts failed to exclude sheep out-
fits. Cattle operators were frustrated to observe sheep bands efficiently 
grazing even on deteriorated ranges. In response, many cattlemen con-
verted to sheep grazing because at that time it was the most profitable 
business. The future of the cattle industry seemed full of difficulties.41

Wool Tariffs and the Nevada Range

In the late nineteenth century, American agriculture witnessed an un-
precedented agricultural expansion at all levels, a process that was stim-
ulated by national industrialization. Furthermore, improvements in 
transportation and marketing facilities encouraged agricultural regional 
development. This explains also the growth of the western sheep ranch-
ing in those decades. In addition, the international markets gave a prom-
inent impetus to Nevada’s sheep industry. During the last three decades 
of the nineteenth century, the global economy saw a prominent increase 
in the circulation of American manufacturing and agricultural products. 
In the post–Civil War period, unlike England, the United States was en-
dowed with abundant land resources for extensive livestock farming in 
the Far West. In the matter of exports, American wool expanded to the 
markets abroad to supply manufacturers in Europe.42

In the late nineteenth century, the United States went back and forth 
between increasing and limiting protectionist policy in response to na-
tional interests. The American sheep industry also had a stake in protec-
tionism. With the expansion of the sheep industry in the West, prices 
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for its products were affected by congressional policies on wool tariffs. 
From the late 1880s, the tariff question became a controversial subject 
between the western woolgrowers and Congress that persisted well into 
the twentieth century. “The wool and woolens schedule,” tariff histo-
rian Frank W. Taussig wrote, “had become the most important and most 
sharply debated part of the tariff system.” Changes and adjustments in 
tariff rates of wool and sheep products affected their market prices and 
determined investments in the industry and ultimately the number of 
stock on the ranges.43

Generally, from the 1870s to the early twentieth century, American 
exports exceeded imports. The protective tariff policies helped build 
many American industries and position them for expansion into inter-
national markets, and the sheep industry was no exception. Directly, 
tariff policies had effects on various economic sectors (such as the sheep 
industry’s wool production) and, thereby, the tariff was unsurprisingly 
a constant issue of post–Civil War American politics and the rivalries 
between the Republican and Democratic Parties. The United States had 
adopted strong protective policies during and after the American Civil 
War, policies that aimed to encourage domestic production and meet for-
eign competition, especially against the United Kingdom and Germany. 
It was in 1883 when, for the first time after the Civil War, the tariff 
legislation was revised and a new law was enacted accomplishing a re-
duction of revenues. This tendency endured until 1890 when, unexpect-
edly, Congress passed a new tariff act —  often referred to as the McKinley 
Bill —  which strengthened the protective system. Responding to its in-
dustrial lobby, the Republican Party supported this protective tariff. 
Economic historian Sidney Ratner noted that the protection of various 
national industries against foreign competition effectively excluded the 
flow of imports from Western Europe.44

In the late 1880s, before the new tariff act was passed in 1890, the 
tariff question was a major issue of public debate and, of course, in the 
political arena. The two major parties became polarized on the tariff 
issue. If the Democrats had embraced the idea of free commerce and at-
tacked protection (despite the divergent opinions on this issue in the 
party), the Republicans enthusiastically adopted a position that insisted 
upon the enlargement of duties. The 1890 act reestablished duties on 
wool enforced before 1883, all of which favored national woolgrowers 
and manufacturers.45 
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In 1893, when Democratic candidate Grover Cleveland victoriously 
returned to the White House, the political debate resumed upon the 
tariff issue. Cleveland, who opposed strongly protective legislation, re-
ceived the full support from tariff reformers who asked for a change 
in international trade issues. One of the first tasks of this administra-
tion was to revise the tariff legislation downward, asserting the tradi-
tional Democratic Party’s position favoring free trade or the liberty of 
commerce. In the fall of that year, the Committee of Ways and Means 
began to draft a tariff bill. Under the chairmanship of William L. Wilson, 
Democrat of West Virginia, the house committee was composed of sev-
enteen members: eleven Democrats and six Republicans. Wilson drafted 
the tariff bill by proposing the reduction of duties on manufactured 
goods, including the products of wool and sugar on the free list.46

At the time the Congress was discussing a reduction of tariff duties, 
an anti-tariff reform lobby also formed. On November 30, 1893, the 
Nevada Woolgrowers Association wrote a letter to the Representative 
Julius C. Burrows, one of the Republican members of the Committee of 
Ways and Means, asking him to oppose the Cleveland administration’s 
proposal to liberalize tariff rates on wool. The letter is a clear advocate 
of the sheep industry in Nevada: 

With free wool we could not have one cent profit per fleece. We 
ship in the grease and have a shipment of 70 pounds of dirt for 
every 30 pounds of wool. If we could figure on the price at New 
York being 30 cents per pound for washed wool (as it would be 
under free wool) it would leave us 13 cents per head for expenses 
of running our sheep. That is, if we could bring the sheep to the 
shearing pen for 13 cents, it would still cost us 17 cents per pound 
to get the wool clipped, washed and freighted to New York. You 
can easily see that we cannot depend upon a profit under any such 
an arrangement.47

Nevada woolgrowers defended sheep ranching as “a regular step in State 
growth.” To them, the increase in the industry benefited every branch of 
trade locally. Fearful sheepmen claimed to Burrows that the value of every 
sheep was cut off because of tariff agitation and if the bill was finally ap-
proved, it would cause woolgrowers huge production losses and result in 
lower American wool prices. They also cited statistics to show that the in-
termountain states could be more prosperous economically with protective 
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legislation. Nevada woolgrowers contended bitterly, “Common sheep and 
common wool will grow anywhere the finer breeds can be raised, and the 
only reason the common wool has not come in is because of the tariff.”48 As 
in Nevada, ranchers from other western states complained to their repre-
sentatives about the Democratic tariff reform bill. 

Nevertheless, in 1894, Congress, following the guidelines proposed 
by the Committee of Ways and Means, passed the tariff reform bill. One 
of the main provisions of the act was the removal of the duty on wool, 
something that would lead to real hardship for American woolgrowers. 
Continuing the economic and political jockeying, however, several years 
later, with the passage of the tariff act of 1897, Republicans would again 
proceed to raise tariff barriers, strengthening duties on raw wool by rais-
ing the ad valorem tariff rate to 50 percent. With strong economic inter-
ests concerned in the western ranching states, political forces had pushed 
Congress to place high duties on wool imported in the United States. In 
the eyes of many westerners, a free-trade policy undermined the live-
stock economy of the West. 

Despite the benefits to American woolgrowers, the rewards of the 
1897 law were not necessarily evenly distributed. In December 1897, 
after the passage of the tariff act, Taussig wrote: “While there is a duty 
on wool, intended for the benefit of the farmer, that duty will almost cer-
tainly inure chiefly to the advantage of the ranchmen of the more dis-
tant western states.” This is to say, the large-scale production practiced 
in the grazing of vast herds on the public ranges of the West obtained 
larger profits than any small farmer could achieve on their various farms 
as any slight or even dramatic increase to the price of sheep products oc-
casioned by a higher tariff rewarded significantly large-scale producers. 
Industry-wide, however, it was clear the sheep industry was flourishing 
in Nevada. In the census of 1900, the state of Nevada reported the pro-
duction of 4,842,500 pounds of wool compared to 1,450,868 pounds in 
the 1890 census.49

Summary

The sheep boom that Nevada witnessed in the last two decades of the 
nineteenth century discussed in this chapter was similar to that expe-
rienced in other western public-land states. In the case of Nevada, this 
boom laid the foundation for the growth in the Basque sheepherding in-
dustry in that state during those decades and in the twentieth century.
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Demand for meat and wool in the United States and abroad spurred 
the expansion of Nevada’s sheep industry. In comparison with cattle 
ranching, the open-range sheep industry had higher returns on invest-
ment over the short term. After the “White Winter” of 1889–1890, the 
economic profitability of sheep grazing in the Great Basin encouraged 
old stock owners and newcomers to enter this industry. Even after this 
devastating weather event, the sheep population would increase consid-
erably in Nevada.

The economic success of sheep outfits in Nevada depended largely 
upon the free use of public-domain lands, secure winter feed, water re-
sources, and employment of low wage, dependable agricultural labor. By 
the turn of the century, the state of Nevada still offered the ideal setting 
to produce sheep at the lowest cost possible because of the still abundant 
unclaimed public domain and its grazing lands. The lack of any regulation 
of grazing on these lands in terms of numbers and season of graze and 
access to cheap labor to oversee great herds of sheep presented tremendous 
opportunities for profit in the sheep industry. Sheep owners demanded a 
pliable labor force willing to work for long periods of time herding large 
flocks of sheep, for little pay, and often in isolation under difficult condi-
tions in the harsh environment of the Great Basin mountainous desert. 
In the late nineteenth century, immigrants from southern and eastern 
Europe were often the ones who found themselves in these jobs.

Many Basque immigrants entered low-paying sheepherding work in 
Nevada, drawn to the state by already-established Basque ranching op-
erations. In the 1870s, a handful of Basque immigrants, who had come 
to California during the gold rush, left that state to take up livestock op-
portunities in northeastern Nevada. By the late 1880s, these early Basque 
arrivals in Nevada had built up prominent stock ranches. They found will-
ing and economical labor in their homeland among their family members 
and neighbors, many of whom would emigrate to work in these opera-
tions. Among the Basques, it became a common practice to make an effort 
to employ their own ethnic group on their ranches instead of hiring local 
ranch hands already present in the Great Basin. These Basque pioneer 
ranchers forged a chain of migration that lasted for years.

The next chapter brings the emergence of Basque immigration to 
Nevada into view, and reveals the important ways that the Basque im-
migrants became crucial members of that state’s industrial growth in the 
sheepherding industry. 
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Becoming Herders

Basque Immigration, Labor,  
and Settlement in Nevada, 1880–1910

Born April 1, 1892 in Markina, Biscay, Pedro Barinaga would be later 
known in Nevada as “Buckaroo Pete.” He grew up on the family’s farm-
stead in Biscay. His father worked in a rock quarry located a few miles 
from their home, although like most working men in the vicinity, his 
father spent very little time at home. One gray day, the young Pedro was 
repairing the homestead’s fence with his cousin who was about to emi-
grate and join his own father, Pedro’s uncle, in the United States where 
he was working as a sheepherder in Nevada. Pedro’s cousin asked him 
if he wanted to join him in this adventure. Pedro had previously heard 
many stories from Basques in America, especially from reading the let-
ters from his uncle who was living in Battle Mountain, Nevada, about 
the work opportunities and the high rate of pay there. In the end, after 
his cousin’s urging, Pedro was convinced to go and he decided to emi-
grate. Pedro’s father paid his ticket.1

In early March 1911, Pedro Barinaga departed by train to the 
port of Le Havre in northern France where he boarded the ship La 
Gascogne for America. He was very nervous and sad to be leaving his 
family and homeland, but he was not alone in this trip. With him on 
the ship were at least half a dozen other men from the same town of 
Markina leaving the Old Country to become sheepherders in the West. 
It was their first time on a ship and away from home. Furthermore, on 
the same steamship, other fellow countrymen from other parts of the 
Basque Country traveled with the same purpose. They included in-
dividuals from several towns around the Basque Country, including 
Deba, Mutriku, and Zestoa.2 
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On March 14, Pedro and the other Basques arrived in Ellis Island in 
New York, the major port of entry for Basque immigration. Once in the 
United States, an immigrant agent and businessman, Valentin Aguirre, 
received the group of Basques and conducted them to his boardinghouse, 
Casa Vizcaína (Biscayan House), in New York City. Aguirre provided all 
kinds of assistance, advice, and services to the new immigrants, facilitat-
ing their transitory stay in New York before they proceeded across the 
country to the West.3 In Penn Station, Pedro —now “Peter”—  Barinaga 
embarked on a train for St. Louis, Missouri, where he took another train 
to reach his last destination: Battle Mountain, Nevada.

After the long railway journey, Barinaga jumped off the train at 
the station in Battle Mountain. Following the instructions his uncle 
had provided, he looked for the Basque boarding house owned by Juan 
Belaustegui, another Basque immigrant, who had arrived in Nevada in 
1902. The next day, Pete Olabarria, the Basque foreman of the ranch 
where Barinaga intended to work, brought Pedro to Esteban Mendibe’s 
workwear store in town, where he was furnished with the clothing and 
tools necessary to work on the ranch. The employer paid all the charges 
for Pedro, who only had three dollars in his pocket. Later these charges 
would be deducted from his salary. Very soon after his arrival, it was 
time for sheep shearing and lambing. Lots of ranch work was at hand. 
Barinaga had never before worked with sheep, but he was willing to 
learn and ready to do the tasks.

After the lambing season, which lasted approximately one and a half 
months, Pete found himself without employment. Despite the stories 
that he had heard before coming about the high pay, when the short 
lambing season finished, he found himself without any money.  Indeed, 
after his work, he owed money to his employer. The bills he’d had to pay 
for the clothing and other supplies, as well as the lodging costs at the 
Belaustegui’s rooming house, had used it all up. Eventually, he found 
work with a German rancher. For the next three years, from 1911 to 
1914, Pete worked from sunrise to sunset as a ranch hand. After working 
through the three-year contract, Pete’s employer only gave him a $90 
check. At that time, the average pay for an employee like Pete was one 
dollar a day paid every three months. But communication and language 
barriers enabled the German rancher to exploit Pete. Once again, the 
pay was so low that he had not been able to save any money. He decided 
to find another ranch on which to work. He went to work for Marcos 
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Rekalde, a small Basque rancher in Battle Mountain. In the ensuing 
years, Pete Barinaga would go on to work as a ranch hand for various 
livestock operations in the area of Battle Mountain where he would go 
on to obtain a good reputation as a stockman and trapper.4

The expansion of sheep agriculture in the 1890s resulted in the em-
ployment of significant numbers of workers, largely European immi-
grants —  including those from the Basque Country like Pete Barinaga 
and his cousin —  to labor in the most desolate rangelands of the Great 
Basin. During the 1890s, there was demand for contract labor from sheep 
operations, some of which were owned by Basques. Early Basque pio-
neer stock operators had begun recruiting Basque workers from the Old 
World, and the efforts of these early contractors set in place the immi-
gration pattern between the Basque Country and the American West.5

Historian David Igler has introduced the concept of “Industrial 
Cowboys” to refer to those working as a part of commercial livestock 
ranching enterprises organized around land investments, profit-making, 
and food production, such as those occurring in Nevada at this time. 
The industry “thrived by engineering natural landscapes and mobiliz-
ing large labor forces.” The concept contradicts the traditional mythic 
symbol of the free-spirited cowboy ranch worker always on the move to 
the new horizons.6 Although Basque sheepherders were also often ro-
manticized, they were a part of an industrial enterprise that responded 
to both national and international markets. Indeed, Basque immigrant 
workers can be seen as “Industrial Sheepherders” as Igler suggests for 
cowboys. The application of the word industrial divorces them from 
much of the romanticized interpretations created by popular contempo-
rary sources that emphasize Basque laborers’ devotion to the flocks and 
their heroic survival as lonely wilderness workers. Honing in on the in-
dustrial work of these Basque immigrant workers during this time, the 
rest of this chapter investigates the arrival of early Basque ranch inter-
ests in Nevada and their role in attracting future Basque sheepherders 
from the Old Country to do wage labor on their ranches.

Basque Pioneers from California Lay the Foundation  
for Nevada’s Basque Sheepherding Tradition 

In the 1850s, the gold rush in California brought some Basque families 
to the American West. They arrived primarily from the provinces of the 
northern Basque Country and Latin America, particularly from Argentina. 
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Typically, those early Basques had fled to South America during Spain’s 
First Carlist War (1833–1839). After the late 1848 public announcement 
of the California gold discovery, Basques living in South America rushed 
to California to try their luck. Some later poured their work and capital 
from mining efforts into the livestock business, while others started their 
own business ventures in livestock ranching from the beginning, apply-
ing the lessons learned during their years in South America.

In the 1850s, California and its major metropolis, San Francisco, 
became the economic center of the Far West for many businessmen, 
traders, stockmen, and overall capitalist investors. Although it is difficult 
to determine how many Basques came to California in those years, by 
the early 1860s they became an influential group in San Francisco and 
the Central Valley. They ran primarily livestock ranch operations and 
other business ventures related to stock agriculture. All the Basque pio-
neering families emphasized mutual help to promote the welfare of their 
community. In the context of the rapid commercial and industrial ex-
pansion in California, these families amassed large holdings and became 
landowners by purchasing government land, and using their workers, 
friends, and family members as strawmen to purchase other extensive 
land parcels. The main goal was always to maximize profits and holdings 
in both land and stock.7

By the 1860s, the increasing populations and land prices in California 
caused stock operations to move more and more into marginal lands. 
The completion of the Transcontinental Railroad made it feasible to use 
distant marginal rangelands and to send the stock and wool to markets 
both to the West and to the East. The lands of faraway Nevada were ex-
amples of marginal lands now open for development and exploitation. 
The available public domain attracted many stock operators to Nevada. 
After 1859, the development of the Comstock Lode stimulated the ex-
pansion of livestock ranching in the Great Basin. During the 1860s and 
1870s, some livestock operators, including Texas interests, saw the graz-
ing potential of northeastern Nevada. Among these early livestock op-
erations were the ranches built by Basques. By the 1860s, rural regions 
of Nevada increasingly became of interest to the western and eastern 
economic centers.8

Historian William Cronon contends that city and country were 
closely connected. The city acted as a nucleus and prod for the country-
side’s often distant development in terms of agricultural crops or stock 
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enterprises. One lens that Cronon uses to analyze the correlation of the 
city with the surrounding rural areas is the economic model of geo-
graphical localization proposed by nineteenth-century German econo-
mist Johann Heinrich von Thünen who explained that the rent of land 
varies in concentric zones surrounding the urban centers. The closer the 
concentric zone to the city, the higher the land prices. The more distant 
the concentric belts, the less expensive the land, as befitted the usual 
marginal nature of the lands. These marginal lands of Nevada, which 
were well suited for extensive stock operations, were now connected to 
urban centers by the new railway transportation systems.9

Basques who settled in California in the 1850s and in the 1870s often 
extended their ranching businesses into the Great Basin. The arrivals 
of the Altube brothers, Jean Garat, the Arranbide brothers, Bernardo 
Ohaco, Antonio Harispuru, or Bernardo Yparre all marked the beginning 
of Basque immigration into this region. They provided the foundation 
for community attachment and solidarity. While they were permanent 
residents of California, they were often seasonal inhabitants of Nevada. 
The Silver State, however, increasingly became their operating center. 
Most owned their own homes in San Francisco and traveled occasionally 
to Nevada in order to supervise their enterprises. From the 1850s to the 
1890s, the history of some early Basque ranch families, the Altubes and 
the Garats among others, can best be understood by following the dif-
ferent economic facets of their ranch operations.10

The Founding Basque Ranchers:  
The Altube Brothers and Jean B. Garat

In 1845, at an early age, Pedro Altube (1827–1905), who would later 
be known as the “Father of the Basques of the American West,” im-
migrated to Argentina and joined his family there in the cattle ranch-
ing business. By 1850, following the gold boom, Pedro had settled in 
California. In 1851, his brother, Bernardo, joined Pedro in his economic 
ventures in California. They first started in the cattle marketing busi-
ness. As the population of the Golden State increased, the two brothers 
found that market-oriented livestock production could be a more profit-
able business than mining. By 1855, as cattle prices dropped, the Altubes 
settled down in San Mateo to start a dairy farm. Other Basque immi-
grants and fellow Basques from Buenos Aires in Argentina, settled in the 
area of San Mateo as well. In the second half of the decade, after they 
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had accumulated a small sum of money, the Altube brothers returned 
to the cattle business. They bought cattle in southern California at low 
prices and herded them north to the mining camps in the foothills of the 
Sierra. They and other Basques opened abattoirs, or slaughter houses, 
and butcher shops to expand their businesses. The Altubes also supplied 
cattle from their operations in the Central Valley to San Francisco.

While California was distant from the events of the Civil War during 
the 1860s, the decade saw upheavals in land prices and the stock in-
dustry, as well as weather crises. New economic conditions affected the 
Altubes’ and other Basque ranches. The drought of 1863 and the flood-
ing of the next year brought extensive losses of cattle. Some Basques 
were able to take advantage of high livestock prices arising from these 
weather events and apply their profits to buying newly available land 
in the Central Valley. In 1860, the Altubes owned nearly nine thousand 
acres of land and over one thousand head of livestock. During the fol-
lowing decade, the Altubes raised cattle and drove them on hoof to the 
San Francisco market. The Altubes succeeded in amassing land and capi-
tal to eventually finance a move of their livestock operations into north-
eastern Nevada.11

The uncertainty of livestock operations in California and competition 
with the Miller & Lux operations in the San Joaquin Valley in California 
pushed the Altube brothers and other Basques to find new rangelands 
across the Sierra in the high-desert environment of the intermountain 
Great Basin. In 1871, the Altubes settled in Independence Valley in west-
ern Elko County, Nevada. Throughout the first half of the decade, they 
progressively relocated their livestock business from California. It is 
widely acknowledged that the Altubes’ operation was the first Basque 
outfit in Elko County. Situated forty-five miles northwest of Elko, the 
extensive new ranch lands had potential resources for mining and graz-
ing enterprises. In the early 1870s, Elko County became the site of settle-
ment by other ranchers from California and Texas herds. Within a short 
period of time, thousands of range cattle and sheep grazed the free and 
open ranges of the public domain. Private ranch properties were much 
smaller but were regarded as the base ranches from which these larger 
herds roamed about on the public domain.12 

The Altubes formed the partnership called Spanish Ranch, which 
became one of the largest livestock companies in the Great Basin. In many 
ways they emulated the Miller & Lux operations in California. Since a 
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large livestock operation was necessary for big profits, in order to consol-
idate their enterprise, they had to absorb many smaller scattered ranches 
and, of course, continue to exploit grazing resources on the public domain. 
During the 1870s, the Altubes acquired more than ten thousand acres, 
giving them key water rights and access to grazing on public lands. During 
the 1880s, the Altubes expanded their livestock business, exerting as much 
control as possible over public-domain grazing lands by monopolizing the 
sources of water through their water-right claims. 

Despite their economic success, at the end of the decade, the situation 
for the Altubes’ grazing operations faced a crisis. Like many other live-
stock operations in the northern Great Basin, the Altube brothers could 
not escape the disaster brought by the severe “White Winter” of 1889–
1890. Although the winter almost ruined the Spanish Ranch, the ranch 
was slowly able to recover. Most free and open range–based operations 
faced upward of 90 percent loss of stock in the now desolated ranges of 
the Intermountain West. With hard work and perseverance, they were 
able to adopt a renewed competitive strategy in straitened times. Amidst 
liquidation proceedings by many stock operators, the Altubes continued 
land purchases and at the same time proceeded to combine sheep, cattle, 
and horse stock to respond to different market situations in the econom-
ically depressed decade of the 1890s.

By 1898, the Altubes’ ranch, now called Palo Alto Land and Livestock 
Company, had recouped from the crisis. By the turn of the century, when 
the two brothers were in their fifties, they had amassed over seventy 
thousand acres, controlling all the resources in Independence Valley and 
consolidating their economic position in the livestock markets.13 The 
Palo Alto Land and Livestock Company was recognized as the richest 
ranch in the northern Great Basin. The Altube family always maintained 
a residence in San Francisco and kept their properties in California. At 
the time of Pedro’s death, the Basque ranch comprised seventy-five 
square miles in northern Elko County. In October 1907, the ranch sold to 
a syndicate composed of W. H. Moffat and H. G. Humphrey from Reno, 
and L. L. Bradley and Peter Garat from Elko.14

Like the Altubes, the Garat family was one of the early ranch op-
erations that made a fortune in late nineteenth-century Nevada. The 
Garats were also Basques, who in the mid-nineteenth century followed 
the Atlantic triangular immigration pattern: Basque Country–South 
America–North American West. The same pattern of entrepreneurship 
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that gave rise to the Altubes’ livestock business also characterized the 
career of Jean Baptiste Garat in Nevada ranching.

In the first half of the 1850s, Jean Garat began raising cattle and sell-
ing beef to the mining camps in the foothills of the Sierra. In 1852, he 
and his wife, Gracianna, created the YP Ranch. The Garats started using 
the brand, which is considered one of the first livestock marks registered 
in the U.S. Patent Office. The Garats also engaged in the butchering busi-
ness in Calaveras County. By the late 1850s, they began running cattle 
in the northern rangelands of the San Joaquin Valley.15

In the early 1870s, as with the Altubes, Jean Garat could not compete 
with Miller & Lux and moved out of California. Henry Miller pressured 
Garat to sell out his business. Miller imposed an exorbitant cost to water 
livestock and, although the Basque stockman resisted, finally, Garat had 
no other choice but to leave and find other ranges. He had heard about 
the potential grazing in northeastern Nevada. In 1871, he trailed about a 
thousand cattle eastward crossing the Sierra near Bridgeport, California, 
on to the Great Basin. The stock wintered near Lovelock Valley along the 
Humboldt River. They made temporary camps wherever they found water 
and good pastures. In 1874, the Garat family bought 320 acres of land 
from the Captain Stiles estate in White Rock in Elko County. Still, he did 
not break his connection with San Joaquin Valley and kept his California 
properties. The Garats also maintained their home base in San Francisco.16

The Garat & Company ranch bordered the property of the Spanish 
Ranch indicating an affinity among Basque immigrants in livestock 
ranching. Another Basque, Juan Baptiste Arrambide became a general 
partner with Garat in acquiring as much land as possible in Elko County. 
During the 1880s, the Garat ranch expanded rapidly. In 1882, Garat 
bought land from A. B. Chapman and a year later from J. B. Ringold. 
Jean Garat’s stock wintered in the lower sub-basin of the Owyhee Desert 
rangelands. By the end of the decade, the Garats livestock company 
owned approximately ten thousand head of cattle.

The winter of 1889–1890 was disastrous for Garat & Company. 
The Garats lost over nine thousand head of cattle. Despite the ad-
vantages of sheep grazing in the Great Basin after the “White 
Winter,” the Garats opted to continue with cattle as their major 
stock operation. During the 1890s, the Garats cooperated with other 
Basques in their struggle to recover from the economic losses. They 
also maintained cross-cultural relationships with non-Basque stock 
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operators in Nevada. Indeed, in the early 1880s, Jean Garat was already a 
member of the Nevada Livestock Association. In 1895, the marriage 
alliance of Jean’s son, John, and Matilda Indart served to consoli-
date business relationships between two Basque livestock families. 
Well into the twentieth century, Garat & Company continued to be 
run as a family business for four generations. It became one of the 
largest livestock companies in Nevada. In 1939, after John Garat 
died, the family sold the corporation for approximately $850,000, 
including seventy-five thousand acres of land, which then became 
the Petan Land and Livestock Company.17

The Beginnings of Basque Immigration

Although the Basque pioneering families did not constitute the first 
permanent settlement in Nevada, their economic ventures determined 
subsequent Basque migration and settlement in Nevada. Not surpris-
ingly, the early Basque ranch operations served as the immigration con-
duit between the Basque Country and the American West, providing 
the first centers of employment for Basque workers. After 1869, the 
Transcontinental Railroad offered connections to the East Coast and 
facilitated Basque immigration to the Far West.18

The most significant period of the Basque immigration in terms of 
social and labor history occurred between 1890 and 1920. These early 
newcomers emigrated as part of the great wave of southern and east-
ern European immigrants in the United States often called the “New 
Immigration.” The American industrial expansion benefited from access 
to international markets and a ready supply of immigrant labor. From the 
1880s to the 1920s, the United States registered high immigration levels. 
These immigrants most often occupied the lower end of the occupa-
tional ladder in every sector across the country. The “New Immigration” 
profoundly altered the ethnic landscape in the United States. Basque 
immigration must be understood in the context of American economic 
expansion and the global economy that moved large numbers of work-
ers to the United States.19

Sheepherding became the primary occupation open to Basque male 
immigrants in the American West. Sheepherder refers to the lower-
ranking occupation in the sheep industry of the West. More precisely, 
sheepherders (or workers, laborers, or ranch hands) are the contract la-
borers employed by either oral or written agreement whose main duty 
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is to care for and oversee the fattening of range sheep to be marketed for 
wool and meat. In the yearlong process, because of the arid and semi-
arid ecoregion, handling sheep on the western open range required graz-
ing over great distances with sheep flocks of nearly two thousand head, 
constantly on the move from one pasture to another depending on the 
season. Novelist Mary Austin’s description from her 1906 novel The 
Flock is still useful: “The sheep-herder is merely a hireling who works 
the flock in its year-long passage from shearing to shearing.” The hire-
lings must be distinguished from the sheepmen who are the entrepre-
neurs and businessmen. In the hands of the sheepherder rested the 
marketable products of the business enterprise, both the investment and 
the prospect for future profits. The owners of the capital investment rep-
resented in the sheep risk a great deal as they entrust these animals to 
their caretakers. It was essential for owners—the sheepmen—and work-
ers to develop trust and confidence in one another. But clearly the work-
ers, “new immigrants” in a foreign land, stood at economic and power 
disadvantages in terms of negotiating their recompense and condition 
of work.20

Young male workers, typically single, provided the ideal workforce 
for sheepherding over extensive ranges. “New immigrants,” according 
to historian Oscar Handlin, were “uprooted” from family, surround-
ings, and in these cases “transplanted” to the western ranges. The work-
force was most often recruited from rural areas in the Basque Country 
with few skills beyond farming experience acquired in their small family 
farmsteads. They entered the sheep industry as laborers, having little 
knowledge of or familiarity with sheep. In the Basque Country some 
families owned only a few cattle and sheep, a situation that sharply con-
trasted with the American West ranges where bands of sometimes two 
thousand sheep grazed on vast public rangelands.21

The route from the Basque Country was a tiring and long journey. 
Traveling mostly to the ports of Bilbao, Bordeaux, and Le Havre, the pro-
spective workers then faced a week of sea travel across the Atlantic and 
finally a four- to five-day train ride to the Far West. Arriving in the des-
ignated destinations, the young immigrants would jump off the train, 
some disoriented, and present themselves to their new employers. From 
this moment on, Basque immigrants were placed under the care and con-
trol of a ranching outfit. Sometimes, they found local Basque boarding-
houses situated across from railway depots and waited there a couple 
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of days until their employers or foremen arrived to conduct them to 
a distant ranch. The ranchers, in their position as employers, provided 
clothing and special equipment necessary to work in the rangelands. In 
most of the cases, the workers had to pay off these advances.22

After a couple of days, the ranchers placed these immigrants into a 
strange environment with a band of sheep counting about one or two 
thousand head. The new workers had to understand their new work 
duties and did not always understand the terms of their payment. Many 
felt at this point what one Basque official in Spain described as “the 
fraudulent promises which drives them to abandon their homes, em-
igrating to the American Republics” [writer’s translation]. The new 
environment was unknown, as well as their job of driving sheep and 
adjusting to various aspects of American society. The loneliness in un-
familiar environments in the open rangelands of the Great Basin no 
doubt invoked alienation and sometimes despair in these immigrants. 
Their emotional reactions are difficult to reconstruct as they struggled 
to adjust themselves to a new world so different from the traditional life 
and ways of their home country. Sometimes, they expressed themselves 
in tree carvings or arborglyphs. They carved different types of figures, 
such as women shapes or patriotic symbols. Many of the aspen carvings 
made by Basque sheepherders have attracted the attention of scholars 
who see in them evidence of interaction with the natural world.23

Isolated work involving sheepherding in mountainous terrains under 
arduous weather conditions very often produced dangers. In late April 
1915, a Basque sheepherder, Martin Goyeneche, got lost in the middle of 
a strong storm in Battle Creek, near Battle Mountain in Lander County, 
Nevada. He was in charge of a band of sheep on Beaver Creek. On April 
28, on visiting the camp to locate him, the camp tender found the sheep 
without human guidance. The Basque immigrant worker was found dead 
a week after the incident.24

Because of the alienation and lonely work in desolate ranges and high 
mountains, there were some sheepherders who suffered from severe de-
mentia, sometimes even being hospitalized in psychiatric facilities. When 
they went to town after long periods of work in remote rangelands and 
mountainous terrains, some acted like wild men, sometimes disturbing 
the peace and committing criminal acts, similar to cowboys after long 
cattle drives to railhead towns in the Great Plains.25 For example, on May 
2, 1898, Jose Miguel Rementeria, a Basque sheepherder, was brought by 
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his employer John Guthrie to Winnemucca to receive medical assistance 
due to an accident. At the Lafayette Hotel, a doctor was called but could 
not arrive until the morning. During the night, the sheepherder appar-
ently went mad and stabbed the Basque Hotel manager sixteen times. 
Although the critically-wounded man survived, Rementeria was arrested 
and later hospitalized at the state asylum in Reno.26 

Because of the similar journeys many took to get to there, some 
might think that all the stories about the Basque immigrants entering 
the western sheep industry were the same. They were not, however, and 
despite the difficult and hard working conditions, many Basques suc-
ceeded in making a living and even prospering in the sheep industry, 
fulfilling many of their ambitions. The reasons behind emigration vary 
depending on each individual.27 On the one hand, economic reasons pre-
vailed. Like other European immigrants, the Basques emigrated from 
lands unable to support them. The nineteenth century witnessed cru-
cial structural changes within the Basque Country, particularly in rural 
areas. The rapid industrial growth in the nineteenth century brought 
significant changes in traditional farming practices. The irruption and 
development of the capitalist mode of production altered the dynamics 
of agrarian production and way of life.28

Furthermore, the political convulsions of the nineteenth century, in-
cluding two civil wars (the Carlist Wars), disrupted the old legal status 
of the Basque provinces.29 After the Second Carlist War (1872–1876), the 
fueros system was abolished in the Basque Country. The fueros were a 
set of norms and customary rules that regulated community life in each 
of the Basque provinces, including the relations of these territories with 
the Spanish monarchy, and at the same time guaranteed the status of 
the local elites.30 The socioeconomic and political changes that occurred 
during the nineteenth century became the main driving forces behind 
Basque emigration, particularly among the peasant population who had 
suffered most from these changes and the consequences of war. Thereof, 
emigration became an important expectation of many Basque young 
boys largely from rural areas.31

On the other hand, the Basque family structure itself pushed emigra-
tion. Besides the economic factors, family structure also created reasons for 
emigration. In the Basque Country, primogeniture meant that the eldest son 
was the inheritor of the family estate and in that position he took charge of 
all obligations. The eldest son entered into the possession of all the family 
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estate, married, and had a large family. In the large Basque nuclear families, 
the prime heir stayed in the Old Country. While the system allowed family 
lands and the name to be perpetuated, it also denied other children (both 
male and female) titles or land ownership. For the latter, the choices could 
be: work for another house, join the priesthood or the army, marry other 
farmstead’s heirs in the case of the women, or, mostly in the case of males, 
emigrate to America.32

Similar to the arrival of other immigrant communities in America, 
all of these factors established the classic “push-pull” model for migra-
tion when opportunities for skilled and unskilled labor occurred in the 
expanding economy of the United States in the late nineteenth century. 
The western American sheep industry offered something of a safety 
valve for those affected by the upheaval. While it did not promise great 
wealth, life as a sheepherder in Nevada attracted many Basque immi-
grants with few other opportunities at home, and news of some suc-
cessful individuals encouraged more young men to make the journey.33 
Whether they emigrated owing to economic, political, or social reasons, 
all of them, in one way or another, went to America to find a new life.

The Recruitment and Organization of Work:  
Labor in the Sheep Industry

For many years, Nevada cattle barons, like their early counterparts in 
California, dominated the state’s livestock agricultural affairs. In order to 
do this, they acquired land tracts strategically situated to control access 
to water sources to monopolize the public range; cooperated with local 
authorities to obtain political power and government assistance; and en-
joyed willing and cheap labor from Mexican, Chinese, or European im-
migrants. Rising alongside this cattle industry, as Nevada sheep ranching 
became increasingly integrated into the national and international mar-
ketplace, it too sought the cheapest labor to keep the open-range sheep 
industry as profitable as possible and handle the rather unglamorous 
labor to herd and care for large bands of sheep. Much of the workforce 
for this labor came from the poorer regions of southern Europe, in other 
words, the Basque Country.34

As Nevada sheep ranching became increasingly integrated into the 
national and international marketplace, it sought the cheapest labor to 
keep the open-range sheep industry as profitable as possible. Despite 
the work’s lack of glamor, the stock operations demanded a dependable, 
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reliable labor force. And although this labor force, as Carey McWilliams 
once characterized agricultural labor in California, was an “agricultural 
proletariat,” great responsibility was placed upon it to protect and pre-
serve the lives of sheep that represented the overwhelming investment 
capital of the owners.35

Early Basque sheep ranchers quickly learned how these labor forces 
worked in the New World. To procure immigrant workers, Basque sheep 
operations found in the Old Country a large labor pool ready to fill these 
ranch jobs, often from their family and friends’ circles. As the daugh-
ters of Ramon Lugea (1874–1958) remembered, their father came to 
Elko in 1908 where he worked first as a sheepherder for the Spanish 
Ranch. Others from the Basque Country often took their first jobs with 
the Altubes or the Garats. They formed an immigrant working class 
that made up the sheepherding labor pool. Usually, immigrants were 
recruited in informal ways. For instance, private personal letters from 
immigrants urged and encouraged their family members and friends to 
emigrate and work as sheepherders.36

By the 1890s, however, the early Basque immigrants in the sheep 
industry started to make the pattern of the “agricultural ladder” work 
for them and subsequent newcomers.37 The following stages were dis-
tinguishable: unpaid or poorly paid work; compensation being made in 
lambs; operating mixed sheep bands (of both owners and sheepherders’ 
lambs); becoming autonomous graziers (oftentimes forming partner-
ships); investing in an operation by purchasing land and property. Of the 
early stages on this ladder, receiving wages in lambs could be important 
because it enabled many Basque immigrants to prosper and expand their 
own operations. Among those who started as a laborer and moved up the 
ladder was Charles Garteiz, a Basque youth who, in 1892, emigrated at 
the age of fourteen to the United States and settled in Humboldt County, 
Nevada, traveling overland on the Transcontinental Railroad from the 
East Coast. He began working as a ranch hand, driving cattle for the 
company owned by Pick Anderson. Some years later, still at a young age, 
he entered the sheep business when he formed a partnership with his 
brothers, Frank and Pete. They invested in the sheep industry, applying 
the lessons learned from earlier Basque sheepmen. The family partner-
ship continued until 1921, when finally they sold the business. Later, in 
1926, the Garteiz Brothers bought the Miller & Lux properties at Bilk 
Creek, near Denio, Nevada, and another ranch near Winnemucca. They 
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invested in infrastructure, buying agricultural machinery, claiming and 
buying land, and also securing a labor supply among their relatives and 
friends from the Basque Country.38

Basque ranchers were in a position to use cultural ties to profit from 
other Basque immigrant labor more than other non-Basque ranchers. 
This can especially be seen in the recruitment process where family 
and personal contacts persuaded workers to undertake the long journey 
to America, only to face precarious working conditions. Sheepherders 
needed guidance from the very beginning, even before they departed 
to the New World. Before their departure, sometimes a sheep company 
had even already contracted with them and given them instructions 
to reach their assigned destinations. Employers advanced immigrants’ 
travel costs, which the worker had to pay back fairly quickly. Sometimes 
the immigrants’ families used their savings to pay for their sons’ tick-
ets. Although the cost of buying both a steamship and train tickets were 
expensive, sending a child to America to work as a sheepherder for a rel-
atively short period of time was considered an investment. Sometimes, 
poor Basque rural families made severe financial sacrifices to purchase 
their sons and daughters’ tickets to the American West. In this way, an 
emigrant was able to save money and bring labor earnings home after an 
intense four- or five-year working stint. If for one reason or another the 
immigrant could not continue living under those working conditions in 
the New World, he could always return to his country.

The language barrier left Basque immigrants vulnerable to various 
misunderstandings, particularly when dealing with non-Basque employ-
ers. For example, they knew little of anything about negotiating effec-
tively with their non-Basque employers. Their employers essentially 
determined the conditions of their employment as well as their wages 
and provisions needed to survive in the new environment and even pro-
vided legal advice. The result was a mutual dependency of a master-ser-
vant-like relationship that often characterized the sheepherding working 
environment. Since sheepherders spent most of the year tending sheep 
in remote places, they became dependent upon their foremen as trusted 
patriarchal advisers and supervisors. Among other things, the employ-
ers secured the workers’ savings in the bank, and mediated and corre-
sponded with their families and friends in the Old Country directly.39

As a result of this employment structure, when Basque workers 
came, they were often at the mercy of unfair employers who took 
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advantage of them, sometimes including Basque ranchers themselves. 
In the absence of fair labor standards in either state or federal laws, 
livestock companies in Nevada did what they pleased in labor relations. 
Large stock companies were not usually interested in formalizing rules 
about labor relations. Stock ranchers preferred to protect their autonomy 
and resisted any regulation of their relations with labor. The unioniza-
tion going forward in Nevada mining communities with the state’s new 
twentieth-century mining boom was irrelevant to ranch labor and oper-
ations.40 In 1915, the Nevada Legislature established the Nevada Labor 
Commission to oversee labor relations. The Commission, however, had 
little interest in labor on livestock ranches.41

“The Brave Basque”:  
Racialized Views of the Basques in the United States

At the same time that Basque immigrants entered the western sheep in-
dustry in the second half of the nineteenth century, several European 
anthropologists went to the Basque Country with the intention to learn 
more about this land and to collect information about its inhabitants. 
Their publications portrayed Basques as an ancient, anomalous, and 
quixotic race distinct from any Indo-European people. At that time, race 
meant both physical attributes (for example, skull shape and size) and 
sociocultural traits. While there was a wide range of speculation about 
Basques and their origins, the new scholarship produced a rather ide-
alized and even museumized image of the Basques. These ethno-racial 
hypotheses did not answer questions on the origins of the Basques. The 
origin mystery added to the image of the romanticized Basque.42 Such 
depictions of Basques as represented in these anthropological studies ul-
timately attracted the curiosity and the interest of the dominant society 
in the American West, paving the way for the acceptance and integra-
tion of the Basques.

By the 1870s, the word “Basque” had started appearing frequently in 
the American newspapers. Articles even echoed the contemporary an-
thropological interpretations about the Basques.43 In 1875, the New York 
Times published a report on the ethnographical observations of a special 
correspondent who went to Hendaye (Labourd) in the northern Basque 
Country to learn more about the Basque culture. The author found a 
curious mixture of festivals and Catholic religious life in the Basque 
Country. In addition, the American traveler noted a distinctive Basque 
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racial identity and attractiveness in physical appearance: “The type of 
the Basque race, both male and female, is not molded on a large scale, but 
the women, although petite, are well proportioned, and if not positively 
handsome, they are, at least, healthy-looking, and have not that sallow 
complexion which is characteristic of the male sex through Spain.”44

In the summer of 1878, a correspondent of the Cleveland Leader trav-
eled to the Basque Country to learn more about the local people. To him, 
everything was enchantment and exotic. He introduced the Basques in 
the following manner: “At this stage of my journey there seemed no 
fear that I should lack for food or shelter. I was fairly [sic] in the Basque 
country, and knew that this people were among the most hospitable 
of races.” Travel through the Basque Country piqued the curiosity of 
this reporter about the local people, and this led him to further ques-
tions about this “strange race.” His view of the Basque racial type was 
based on both physical qualities and behavioral traits. “As my atten-
tion fastened itself upon their frank healthy faces, and lithe, muscu-
lar frames —  each, according to his years, being a type of manly beauty 
and symmetry —  ,” this correspondent wrote, “I was struck with admi-
ration for the race from which they spring. . .one whose origin is lost in 
the night of antiquity, still holding to its native fastnesses, intact in its 
usages and language, and absolutely uncorrupted in its tribal identity. 
This reporter noted a racial identity that put together the Basques’ al-
leged natural qualities and temperamental attitudes, especially: valor, 
hospitality, goodness, kindness, determination, trustworthiness, integ-
rity, sovereignty, fastness, and purity.45

By the 1880s, public opinion commonly cast Basques as an excep-
tional race. In 1882, the New York Times published an article on the 
Basque fishermen and their longtime connection to the sea since the days 
of fishing and whale hunting. The article used “brave, honest, and indus-
trious,” as the main adjectives in describing the Basque people, “while 
both men and women are always cheerful and light-hearted.” The text 
described the importance of the fishing industry for the Basques, by 
saying that “they belong to a people who, for centuries, have repelled 
foreign invasion, have enjoyed free institutions, and made their own 
laws. The Basque fishermen are the descendants of the old whalers, and 
retain their traditions.”46

In the 1890s, testimonies about the Basque people continued to appear 
in American newspapers. In 1893, the New York Times reprinted a small 
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article from the London Globe on the uncertainty about the origins of the 
Basque language. It was titled: “Basque Is a Lonely Tongue Still.” In June 
of 1896, the New York Times reprinted an article from The Gentleman’s 
Magazine, which asked a persistent question, “Who Were the Basques?” 
Echoing the theories of contemporary scholars, the physical anthropolo-
gist Paul Broca noted that the Basque crania were distinguished from the 
African and European type. Just two months later, in the same newspaper 
an article took up the subjects of the Basques during the advance of the 
Roman Empire into Western Europe and the strategic position that the 
Basque Country occupied and its importance to Rome. The Basques had 
the reputation of standing as “a rock against Roman and all succeeding 
waves [of conquest].” This idea was common among many American in-
terpreters who considered Basques the “Warders of the Pyrenees.”47 But, 
as historian Coro Rubio has explained, this was largely an image of the 
Basques that had been constructed by the political elites of the Basque 
Country decades earlier.48 These depictions of the Basques, published in 
papers throughout the United States, would contribute to how perceptions 
of Basque immigrant sheepherders took shape in the Far West.

The development of the Spanish-American War would also lead 
to further articles of this kind. In 1898, while the United States and 
Spain were negotiating peace, an American newspaper published a fa-
vorable notice about the Basques.49 The title itself speaks positively of 
the Basques: “Valiant Vizcayans: Spaniards Who Are Always Against 
the Government.” They were, according to the text, “overrun, but never 
conquered.” The article described generally how the Basques from the 
province of Biscay fought in the Second Carlist War (1872–1876) to 
defend and protect their “fueros.” The newspaper article stressed that 
“these fueros have been a source of infinite annoyance to the government 
from the fact that the Vizcayans form thus an independent commu-
nity in the kingdom and have privileges so exaggerated that the people 
of other provinces complain bitterly of the immunities enjoyed by the 
Basques.” As this article explained, the conclusion of the Second Carlist 
War in 1876 brought, among other things, the abolition of the fueros. 
The author contended that Basques were proud of their distinctive priv-
ileges. The author also contended that the Basques were good warriors 
because they learned how to adapt to their environment: “These moun-
tains are the natural habitat of the Basques, and whenever an insurrec-
tion breaks out the inhabitants remove to the mountain fastnesses and 
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can indefinitely prolong the war against any force brought to bear upon 
them.” The Basques, it concluded, “are mountaineers, and mountain-
eers in every country are independent, liberty loving and impatient of 
any form of political control save when exercised by their own people.” 
Furthermore, “they have never patiently submitted to a foreign yoke.”50

The article included a cartoon showing a supposed “Vizcayan war-
rior” in a Basque village, holding a shotgun and wearing what it sup-
posed to be traditional clothing. However, rather than a Basque native 
soldier, this drawing actually suggested an image of a Moorish war-
rior of Northern Africa, with the classic turban and baggy wear. The 
Orientalized image unwittingly displayed the Basques as members of a 
Mediterranean race. Under the whiteness paradigm in the United States, 
this image could lead an American reader of the time to see Basques as 
coming from a non-White “race” of southern Europe. His darkened face 
made him strange and angry, but at the same time it portrayed a fierce 
protector of his homeland. Moreover, although the article is talking 
about the Vizcayans (Basques from the province of Biscay), the reader 
might understand that the author was actually thinking in terms of all 
the Basque territories.51

Along with the Catholic faith, the fuero was one of the most im-
portant components of the nineteenth-century Basque identity.52 In the 
course of the nineteenth century, furthermore, according to historian 
Coro Rubio, Basques forged a singular identity to differentiate them-
selves from the rest of Spain. Rubio suggests that a Basque elite in-
voked this exceptionalism to secure their political and economic status 
(fueros).53 In the same vein as Coro Rubio’s work, I further suggest that 
American public opinion reinforced this belief, which made Basques so-
cioculturally, politically, and racially exceptional in the United States. As 
such ideas gained currency across the United States, they contributed to 
a high regard for the Basque immigrant sheepherders in the American 
West. Other newspapers in the American West would repeat these de-
pictions at the same time that the Basque sheepherder population was 
appearing in that region. 

Generally, newspapers depicted Basques superficially, with a stan-
dardized version about Basques and their identity. On August 3, 1899, 
an article in a Nevada newspaper appeared with the following descriptive 
title: “The Brave Basque.” According to this text, Basques were “proud 
and unconquered people.” It further wrote: “Only in this tiny [Basque] 
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country, among the mountains have these sturdy, stalwart people suc-
ceeded in retaining anything of their own individuality.”54 And this ap-
parent individuality, culturally constructed, made them stand out as an 
exceptional racial stock in the American public imagery.

As writers continued to depict the Basque as noble survivors of long 
centuries of struggle, the strength of the Basque character within the 
sheepherding industry began to also emerge. For example, on December 
14, 1901, an American journalist wrote, “the best sheepherder in the 
world is the Basque.” The text speculated that only Basques were psy-
chologically capable to confront the isolation demanded of sheepherders 
in the most remote rangelands of the American West:

No matter how strong the man may be at the start, if he will 
follow sheep long enough he will wind up a driveling idiot. No 
man has ever been able to explain why this is, but it is a fact, nev-
ertheless. I have known young, healthy Mexicans and Americans 
to begin herding sheep, and in less than five years their brains had 
given way and they could not talk coherently. Perhaps there is 
something in the theory which is sometimes advanced that con-
stant association with the sheep reduces their intellectual capac-
ity to the level of their associates, or perhaps there is something 
in the theory that the loneliness and the solitude of the calling 
will wear away the brain tissue of any man.55

In working with the sheep, according to this article, Basques were 
better able to stand the loneliness and “the strain than other nationali-
ties.” Next to the Basques in endurance were the Mexicans. Both, stated 
the text, “can stand following the sheep for years, but both will succumb 
in time. An American [can] hardly stand the strain for a year, and I have 
know[n] some of them who did not stand it that long.” In closing, the 
article claimed: “There are thousands of insane Mexicans on the border 
today who became so by reason of their occupation as sheepherders and 
for no other.”56 The essentialist view that attributed to Basques spe-
cial sheepherding skills, as we will see later, also conferred upon them a 
degree of racial whiteness and values that entitled them to a privileged 
labor category.

Equating Basques and people of a good European racial type was 
commonplace among contemporary observers in the popular press. 
These perceptions prevailed in American public opinion for years. In 
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1916, for example, the Missourian St. Louis Globe-Democrat published 
an article under the title: “Basques of the Pyrenees.” The story con-
tended that Basques were “the pure aborigines of Europe.” In 1918, 
another American newspaper wrote “Basque Race Are a People of 
Mystery,” while stating that “they are a proud race, proud of their an-
cient traditions.”57

Nevertheless, by the turn of the century, although Basques assumed 
the status of a curious race that was brave and independent —  an image 
that would continue to be used by sheep operators for decades in the ad-
vocacy for additional Basque immigration —  Basque were also oftentimes 
discriminated against. The debate about instituting those regulations 
frequently attempted to use racialized language to depict the Basque 
sheepherders as an “Other” for political and profit reason. As the con-
servation movement gained momentum by the end of the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, the U.S. Forest Service, chief representa-
tive of that movement in the West, imposed range regulations that of-
tentimes excluded sheep and favored instead the grazing of cattle in high 
mountain pastures.58

Summary

Basque immigrants began to arrive in significant numbers in the United 
States in the second half of the nineteenth century. The late 1870s saw 
the beginning of a wave of Basque immigrants to the Great Basin seek-
ing opportunities in the open-range sheep industry. Many of these 
immigrants were the younger sons of peasant families in the Basque 
Country —  those who were not in the line of inheritance in their family. 
These Basque immigrants, while encountering unfamiliar and difficult 
labor conditions, would become sheepherders in Nevada and the West, 
ultimately forming the base of the western sheep industry labor force.

As Basque immigrants set out upon their diaspora into the American 
West, academic studies of late nineteenth-century physical anthropolo-
gists racialized the Basque people, attributing to them potential distin-
guishing racial features. Such studies created a Basque racial identity 
that would be echoed by the popular press. 

Racialized depictions of the Basques would continue over the coming 
decades to affect the way Basque immigrants were perceived, ultimately 
providing both opportunities for Basque immigrants while also leading 
to instances of marginalization. Despite the existing positive cultural 
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stereotypes, older cattlemen would scapegoat Basque workers for all the 
problems associated with grazing on public-domain lands. 

The next chapter analyzes how the Basque presence as transient 
sheepherders in Nevada and the vast herds of sheep they tended not only 
created an agenda for conflict that marked the Nevada range struggles, 
but also influenced Forest Service decisions about who should graze and 
have access to high-mountain pastures.
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The Struggle for Legitimacy
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Encroaching upon Forbidden Ground

Basque Immigrant Sheepherders and  
the Creation of National Forests in Nevada

On August 25, 1907, the Washington Post published an article entitled: 
“How Transient Sheep Business Was Ended in National Forests.” The 
text analyzed how the nomadic pastoralism was “successfully” restricted 
in California’s Sierra national forests and some adjacent areas of Nevada 
with the new administration of the United States Forest Service. The ar-
ticle praised the pioneering work of Chief Forester Gifford Pinchot and 
the new national forests for excluding large itinerant sheep bands from 
government forest lands. It attacked the sheep industry’s transhumant 
or migratory use of grazing resources on the public domain and the for-
eign character of its Basque workers:

In the old days of the Sierra Nevada Mountains, before any forest 
reserves or national forests as they are now called existed there, 
flourished an industry in Eastern California from Bakersfield to 
Lake Tahoe which was detrimental to home-building and perma-
nent stock-raising. This was the immigrant or transient sheep 
business. . . . These sheep were driven in bands of from 2,000 to 
3,000 each and were principally owned by Spanish and French 
Basques and Frenchmen who were mostly aliens and who owned 
no land and prevented paying taxes when possible. Some of the 
bands were owned by businessmen of Bakersfield who had Basque 
and French foremen to run them.1

The article noted that the new Forest Service policies were ending 
the transhumance grazing system in the mountains of California and 
Nevada, which was, according to the article, largely engaged in by Basque 
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immigrants. It described Basque sheep owners of the “wandering bands” 
as mere birds of passage who intended to make some money and ulti-
mately, after some years, return home.2 But at the same time, this ar-
ticle recognized that some Basques “entered other business, some have 
bought ranches and are taking even chances with the American stock-
men and have become good citizens of the United States.”3 Focusing on 
their contributions to the United States, this article reflects how at that 
time Basques were already integrating into the American society, al-
though many others, in their status of nomad sheepherders, were seen 
as social parasites.

The Washington Post, however, paid little attention to the unregulated 
public-domain lands beyond the Sierra in the high desert of Nevada’s 
Great Basin that were not regulated as national forest and where there 
were still large free and open rangelands. Despite the Forest Service pol-
icies, which restricted access to lands now deemed national forest, trans-
humance grazing by Basque and other sheepherders continued to be 
a widespread practice on these public-domain lands. In the nineteenth 
century, limited privatization of Nevada lands occurred and the largest 
private landowners were the Southern Pacific Railroad and a handful of 
prominent livestock companies. The rest of the lands within the bound-
aries of Nevada remained in the hands of the federal government. In 
fact, Nevada contained the largest percentage of unclaimed public-domain 
lands in the Far West, excepting possibly Alaska. 

Despite the ongoing opportunities for grazing on public-domain lands, 
the government land policies, enacted as part of the broader conservation 
movement, would have a significant impact on the Basque sheepherders in 
Nevada, particularly nonlandowners.4 At the turn of the century, Basque im-
migrant sheepherders, with their flocks coming onto public grazing lands, had 
been perceived as a serious threat to the cattle economic interests, sustain-
able agricultural development, and public interest in general. Basques were 
blamed for a number of interrelated economic and environmental problems 
affecting the western public grazing lands. Since many of the sheepherders 
in California and Nevada relied on the public-domain lands for their opera-
tions, the policies that the government enacted at this time would have an im-
portant impact on the sheep industry, including on the Basques who made up 
notable numbers of the sheepherders. Thereof, the new conservation move-
ment that was gaining national influence at this time would turn its focus on 
the sheep and cattle grazing in the high mountain ranges in the West.
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The early conservation measures drew a distinction between legiti-
mate and illegitimate uses of natural resources. Far beyond natural re-
source governance, as historian Karl Jacoby has explained, conservation 
was a political and cultural process of state formation and consolida-
tion. According to Jacoby, this process resulted in the creation of a bi-
polar narration in which conservationists were the “crusading heroes” 
and their adversaries the evil villains. Among those who were catego-
rized as “small-minded, selfish villains” were the Basque sheepeherd-
ers.5 Legitimacy —  the most enduring issue in western history in Patricia 
Nelson Limerick’s words6 —  would become Basque sheepherders and 
their communities’ main pursuit in their long social integration pro-
cess into mainstream society. This chapter analyses the socioeconomic 
impacts of government land-use regulation in some parts of Nevada’s 
public domain upon the Basque sheepherders. 

Nevada’s Problems with the Free and Open Range

During the 1890s, Nevada’s stock operators faced many difficulties and 
adjustments. The informal customs and rules of the past did not work. 
The “White Winter” revealed the fragile conditions of Nevada range-
lands. Big stock operations had collapsed after their exploitation of 
the ranges and their monopolization of water resources to control the 
ranges. While smaller operations scrambled to pick up the pieces, the 
ranges were now open to outside herds, especially sheep. The new com-
petitive situation caused new conflicts, especially on the already over-
grazed ranges. At the turn of the century, an emerging conservation 
movement sought to bring order to the free and competitive use of some 
high mountain ranges in the West.7

Exploitation and degradation of the natural resources raised con-
cerns among forestry and water experts as well as those Progressives 
who saw opportunities to champion the causes of an emerging conser-
vation movement that emphasized “wise use” of resources based upon 
a utilitarian doctrine that stressed use for the greatest number, for the 
greatest good, for the longest period of time. In the 1890s, Congress ini-
tiated a partial reorganization of the public domain. In response to calls 
to conserve the nation’s forest resources, Congress gave the president 
the authority to proclaim forest reserves on the public domain mostly in 
the Far and Mountain West. Establishment of forest reserves was a first 
step to conserve and protect conservation of water and timber resources. 
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With the passage of the Land Revision Act of 1891, Congress prohib-
ited land entries or private land claims under the land laws of the United 
States on the designated or proclaimed forest reserve lands. The imme-
diate effects of the Land Revision Act were to close resource use devel-
opment on these lands. Historian William Rowley has contended: “The 
move toward regulated grazing in the forest reserves became part of an 
effort to achieve stability and permanency in an industry that had experi-
enced destructive competition and resultant devastation of range forage.”8

During the 1890s, several administrations set aside millions of acres 
of federal lands as forest reserves across the United States, particularly in 
the West. The federal government reserved forested lands to prevent their 
monopolization and destructive logging practices. The reserved lands also 
included grazing lands and their forage resources. The celebrated conser-
vation movement took pride in the creation of forest reserves. 

However, during the 1890s, no forest reserves were initially cre-
ated in Nevada, a situation that sharply contrasted with its sister state, 
California. In California, the entrance of government management of re-
newable natural resources on public-domain lands altered significantly 
the economics of sheep production. The establishment of national parks 
and forest reserves in California closed access by sheep graziers to parts 
of the Sierra. It is well known that in 1891 Captain Abram E. Wood, 
commander of the Fourth Cavalry and first acting superintendent in 
charge of the troops assigned to protect the Yosemite National Park, 
drove out bands of sheep. Woolgrowers accused the forest reserves and 
later the national forests of permitting cattle to graze and excluding 
sheep. Typically, local groups, especially sheep and wool interests, rallied 
against grazing-use regulations in the new forest reserves.9

Early forest rangers were charged with the sometimes challenging 
task of preventing itinerant herders from entering government forest 
lands that were now administered under grazing regulations. Even 
earlier before the enforced regulations of the national forests, itiner-
ant sheepherders wantonly disregarded any prohibition on their use of 
forest reserve grazing lands and developed contempt for any restric-
tions on the movement of their sheep bands. In the early twentieth cen-
tury, Charles H. Shinn, an early forest ranger, recalled that sheepmen 
mocked and ridiculed the authority of the forest rangers. Oftentimes, 
sheepherders, Basques and others, violated the law and circumvented 
rangers’ mandates. 
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In a popular novel from 1906 called The Flock, novelist Mary Austin, 
while describing sheepherders’ experiences in California’s Sierra Nevada, 
narrated as follows how a Basque sheepman often slipped past the inex-
perienced rangers: 

There was a Basque . . . a trick of his which served on more than 
one occasion was to start a small band moving, for he had fifteen 
thousand head, and having attracted the ranger’s attention by 
boasts and threats made with the appearance of secrecy, in places 
most likely to reach the ranger’s ear, to draw him on to following 
the decoy by suspicious behavior. Then the Basco would bring up 
the remainder of the flocks and whip into the Reserve behind the 
ranger’s back. Once a day’s journey deep in the Sierra fastnesses, 
it would be nearly impossible to come up with him until, perhaps, 
he neared the line on his fall returning.10

Basque sheepherders would also make appearances in other novels 
and popular literature of the time. Hamlin Garland in his Cavanagh, 
Forest Ranger (1910), a typical conservation novel of the era, described 
Basques as badmen and selfish villains: “It did not matter to him that 
these herders were poor Basques; it was the utter, horrifying, destructive 
disregard of law which raised such tumult in his blood.”11 

Despite this kind of popular representation of sheepherding, forest 
rangers like Charles Shinn complained about the cattle ranchers as well 
because of their opportunistic stance on the sheep question. Cattle people 
rushed to endorse the widely held opinions that roving bands of sheep de-
stroyed forest vegetation, reduced water supply, and made for erosion.12

Some Basque sheep graziers were arrested and served jail time for 
violating government regulations. On July 21, 1893, the California-ko 
Eskual Herria [California’s Basque Country], a weekly Basque language 
newspaper published in Los Angeles, informed its euskaldun readership 
that a Basque sheepherder, Piarres Ainchano, was arrested for trespass-
ing on the Cucamonga forest reserve in San Bernardino County with his 
sheep band.13 The next day, a Saturday morning, Ainchano paid the bail 
for release. Later the same day, Ainchano’s employer Bertrand Elgart, 
who was also Basque, was also arrested for grazing sheep on the forest 
reserve. Elgart was released on the following Monday. The editor of the 
California-ko Eskual Herria blamed the government for arbitrarily im-
posing restrictions against grazing on the forest reserves. The newspaper 
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noted that the boundaries of the new forest reserves were not widely 
known in the Basque grazing communities and offered to provide maps 
and information on the newly proclaimed reserves in order to prevent 
these incidents in the future.14

California sheepherders, however, were not the only ones taking 
issue with the newly instituted land regulations. Before long members 
of Congress of the far western states began demanding some answers 
on how the resources of these lands were to be utilized. Some accused 
the federal government of banning resource use entirely on the reserves, 
plotting to turn them into preserves or parks. In response, in 1897, 
Congress would pass the Forest Organic or Forest Use Act. The Act per-
mitted resource use in the reserves, but only under the regulation and 
supervision of the Department of the Interior from where the original 
forest reserves were administered. By 1898 and 1899, the Department 
of the Interior and its General Land Office moved to regulate and limit 
the numbers of stock grazing on the newly established forest reserves. 
In March 1898, Nevada’s Reno Weekly Gazette and Stockman informed 
its grazing community that the federal government opened the forest 
reserve in California “to her starving herds.”15

While forest reserves were proclaimed in California during the 1890s, 
lands in Nevada would not be reserved for national forests until after 
1905. Since there were no forest reserves or national forests in Nevada 
during the decade of the 1890s, the free and open range existed even in 
the valuable high-mountain pastures. In many respects it became a free-
for-all as graziers competed for resources, sometimes violently. In the 
1890s, the continued free and open range in Nevada invited sheepmen 
from California who no longer had access to the extensive forest reserves 
in that state. In 1894, famous preservationist John Muir described the in-
vasion of Nevada in his The Mountains of California: “Immense numbers 
of starving sheep and cattle have been driven through them [the Sierra] 
into Nevada, trampling the wild gardens and meadows almost out of ex-
istence.” The situation intensified the competition for forage and water 
resources on the Nevada ranges.16 

Unregulated livestock grazing on common land invited crises and 
conflicts. In the still abundant, free open ranges of Nevada, law enforce-
ment was weak or absent, giving opportunity to persistent incidence of 
violence. Confrontations occurred among landowning stock operators 
and nomadic sheep graziers over water rights, trespass, and destruction 
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of forage resources on the common rangelands. Historian Samuel Hays 
wrote that “resorting to force and violence, sheepherders and cowboys 
‘solved’ their disputes over grazing lands by slaughtering rival livestock 
and murdering rival stockmen.”17 

The growing anarchy on the Nevada ranges often made contracted 
sheepherders the brunt of the resulting range conflicts. Sheepherders, 
either Basques or others, were easy targets for their opponents or ene-
mies. Their presence and especially their immigrant status created in part 
an agenda for conflict that marked the Nevada range struggles from the 
1890s to the 1930s. In November 1895, two Basque sheepherders were 
killed at a sheep camp northwest of Pyramid Lake near Winnemucca 
Valley, in Nevada, by two ranch hands working for the cattle operation 
of J. M. Flannigan.18

By the turn of the century, problems on the Nevada ranges called 
for some authority to order the growing tensions between itinerants 
and landowning stock operators among both cattle and sheep owners. 
The unstable conditions created a destructive competition for the range 
resources. Among cattle people, however, there were often accepted 
agreements in the cattlemen associations with respect to branding of 
free-range cattle to denote ownership. But the new influx of sheep stood 
outside any type of orderly range-use system. Consequently, confron-
tations over range use and access to water resources were ongoing.19 
Inevitably, these disputes would involve many of the Basque sheepherd-
ers working throughout the region. 

On January 15, 1901, Juan Bidart, a Basque sheep owner based in 
Battle Mountain, Lander County, “wrongfully and unlawfully” drove 
5,000 head of sheep on the land leased by C. H. Duborg and Henry 
Anderson. On December 18, 1900, the Central Pacific Railway Company 
had granted to C. H. Duborg by a lease agreement lands in Lander 
County for the term of one year, beginning on January 1 and ending 
on December 31 of 1901. In turn he subleased to Henry Anderson half 
of his interest. From the first day of January 1901 and during the whole 
term mentioned above, then, Duborg and Anderson became the lessors 
of these parcels. 

On February 13, 1901, C. H. Duborg’s and Henry Anderson’s attor-
neys lodged a complaint to the Third Judicial District Court of the State 
of Nevada in Lander County, that on January 15 Juan Bidart trespassed 
on the leased land of the plaintiffs.20 They claimed damages for injury by 
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the driving of sheep on these lands in the sum of $1,000. Furthermore, 
Duborg and Anderson asked for the attorney’s fees and the court costs 
in the sum of $500. The plaintiffs, then, claimed $1,500 from Bidart. 
The judgment went against Bidart. On February 26, 1901, Summerfield 
wrote a letter from Reno to T. C. Malloy, county clerk of Lander County, 
notifying him that on February 24 both parties had signed a stipulation 
that “upon his [Juan Bidart] paying all of the costs of both the sheriff 
and yourself, the [trespassing] case may be dismissed.”21

On the next day, February 25, the Judicial Court dismissed the law-
suit against Bidart upon the payment in full of the clerk’s and sheriff’s 
costs by the latter. Bidart paid up.22 Nevertheless, the case Duborg and 
Anderson v. Bidart revealed the challenges of law enforcement regarding 
range matters. While Juan Bidart was being tried, Nevada’s legislature 
considered a bill that would restrict itinerant sheepherders and protect 
property and small ranch owners within the state.

Introduction of National Forests in Nevada

In the early twentieth century, Nevada offered good opportunities for 
open-range stock grazing because of free range and rising agricultural 
prices. The surveyor general of Nevada, Edward D. Kelley, continued to 
be optimistic about the livestock industry in his biennial report for the 
years 1903 and 1904. He declared that the livestock industry was one of 
the most “important and profitable” economic sectors in Nevada, “and 
those engaged in it are among the wealthiest people in the State.” The 
increasing arrival, however, of new stock outfits meant more competition 
for depleted ranges. Although the most productive lands were occupied 
and controlled by specific livestock and railroad companies, the remain-
ing marginal rangelands still presented opportunities for the expansion 
of grazing enterprises. The county assessors’ reports showed that the 
total estimated number of sheep population in Nevada was more than 
in the previous years.23 

The scarcity of timbered lands in this arid state made it difficult for 
Nevada to qualify for forest reserve designations. On August 10, 1904, 
Gifford Pinchot, chief of the Division of Forestry, U.S. Department of 
Agriculture, and on behalf of the Public Land Commission, sent a letter 
to John Sparks, Nevada governor, asking some questions concerning 
lands under state ownership and their relation to the open-range public 
domain.24 The responses that Kelley, the surveyor general, who also 
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served as the state land register, sent from Carson City, generally indi-
cated that few regulations were in place and much of the land in Nevada 
was marginal. Some of the questions and answers referred to were as 
follows: 

Pinchot: What class of lands are most in demand?
Kelley: Agricultural and grazing lands are in greatest demand.
Pinchot: What protection is given to the State lands against fire 
and trespass?
Kelley: No protection except the general law against setting out 
fires, and a special law, which concerns individuals only, against 
trespass.
Pinchot: Is the State taking any steps to use and perpetuate the 
State timber lands, and if not, is special legislation required before 
such action can be taken?
Kelley: None of the reverted lands now owned by the State are 
timber lands.25

The responses reflected how at the start of the twentieth century, 
Nevada’s public lands largely remained unregulated and unprotected. It 
would not be until after 1905 with the transfer of forest reserves from 
the Department of the Interior to the Department of Agriculture that 
national forests would be created in Nevada under the administration of 
the United States Forest Service.26 

The administration of Theodore Roosevelt (1901–1909) invigorated 
the conservation movement. Gifford Pinchot persuaded the president 
to move the forest reserves to the Department of Agriculture under a 
new national forest system. In February 1905, the Department of the 
Interior’s administrative functions and responsibilities were transferred 
to a newly established agency, the United States Forest Service, within 
the Department of Agriculture. Gifford Pinchot, friend and adviser of 
Roosevelt, was appointed chief forester for the new agency. At the turn 
of the century, to Pinchot, grazing was one of the most important eco-
nomic activities in the forest reserves. In 1905 Pinchot and the Forest 
Service continued to implement a permit system for grazing that the 
General Land Office had begun. The Forest Service issued a Use Book 
that defined resource-use regulations under a permit for an allotment. In 
1902, the Department of the Interior through the Forest Reserve Manual 
had stated that the secretary of the interior possessed the authority to 
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restrict any livestock grazing activity with the aim of protecting the 
forest reserves. The new Forest Service blueprint made similar claims 
for the secretary of agriculture.27

The Use Book set out rules on grazing seasons, set numbers of stock, 
and issued grazing permits based upon property ownership and tradi-
tional use criteria. Three classes of grazing permits were available: first, 
Class A for those owners of ranch properties within or adjacent to the 
national forests who customarily grazed stock on lands now within the 
national forests; second, Class B for those who possessed property near 
the national forests and traditionally grazed stock in these high-moun-
tain pastures; and third, Class C for itinerant graziers who did not own 
property or a home ranch. The various permits were issued on the basis 
of this preference criteria. All permits granted were considered graz-
ing privileges, not rights, by the Forest Service. The preference system 
favored the first two classes and generally excluded the third or Class 
C permits. Also, as William Rowley has explained, the Forest Service 
based its preference system on the concept of “commensurate property 
ownership.” The principle of commensurability required graziers to own 
enough private land to support winter feeding of stock when they must 
be removed from the national forests at the end of the season of grazing. 
Forest Service considered these policies the mechanism to defend estab-
lished landowning ranchers and small homesteads against the intrusion 
of itinerant sheep graziers, typically linked with Basques.28

Unconventional Conditions: The Report of Herbert Stabler of 1906
From the very beginning, itinerant sheep herding activities, in which 
Basques were largely involved, shaped the early decisions of the U.S. 
Forest Administration in Nevada. Just as itinerant sheep raising was in-
creasingly associated with a Basque immigrant culture, Basque sheep-
herders were potential and frequent targets in the justification of the 
expanded government role in Nevada’s public-domain lands. 

Forest inspectors went far and wide into Nevada to mark off possible 
forest reservations. New national forests in the high mountain ranges 
meant the extension of grazing regulations in the higher and better 
watered elevations. From April 1 to May 1, 1906, Herbert O. Stabler, 
forest assistant, prepared a detailed report based on an examination in 
the Monitor Range in central Nevada. The title of the report itself an-
ticipated the establishment of a new forest: “A Favorable Report on the 



 Encroaching upon Forbidden Ground 93

Proposed Monitor Forest Reserve, Nevada.” It noted forest resources in 
this part of central Nevada, especially the protection of vegetation, espe-
cially ground cover, to protect water supplies. The report was addressed 
to the chief forester Pinchot, which would serve as a recommendation 
to President Roosevelt to create a national forest by proclamation under 
the authority granted by the provisions of the 1891 Land Revision Act.

The proposed Monitor Forest Reserve was located in Eureka and 
Nye Counties. While the northern boundary was marked fifteen miles 
north of the Nye-Eureka county line, the southern boundary was about 
seventy-seven miles south of the Nye-Eureka county line, nearly due 
east from Tonopah. The proposed reserve comprised roughly 450,000 
acres. Only one-fourth to one-third of the area was surveyed. During 
the nineteenth century and later, most of Nevada was not surveyed into 
the rectilinear townships and ranges required in the Land Ordinance 
of 1785. The Monitor Range was one of a number of parallel mountain 
ranges that extend north to south in central Nevada. The valley basins 
between these mountain ranges were at high elevations between 5,000 
and 6,500 feet. According to Stabler, the scarcity of water resources pre-
vailed, but there was an exception in the Reese River Valley, where there 
was, in his own words, “a continuous stream of water.” He also noted 
the persistence of a severe drought that affected and altered dramatically 
the ecological and agricultural situation. The condition accelerated the 
process of range degradation in Nevada’s marginal lands: “In the other 
valleys the creeks that flow into them are soon dried up and lost because 
the soil is very sandy and the gradient slight.” In terms of climatic con-
cerns, Stabler stressed that these valleys were characterized by the scar-
city of rains and very low temperatures, with considerable snowfalls. He 
observed that the extremely cold winter temperatures often caused great 
losses of cattle to the ranchers.29

The proposed reserve consisted mostly of piñon and juniper trees, 
which were located primarily on the base of the mountains. Nonetheless, 
Stabler noted, the distribution of the forestland tracts was very irregular. 
There was, in his estimate, “25 percent to 40 percent of the area shown 
as woodland that has no forest on it at all. In places where the stand is 
good it will yield 4 to 5 cords per acre, but as a whole the type will not 
average more than 1-1/2 cords per acre. Limber pine is found occasion-
ally but in an inconsiderable quantity.” The previous mine development 
in the Danville Canyon in the southern part of the Monitor range 
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had displayed the problems regarding the scarcity of lumber supply. 
According to Stabler, nonetheless, a scattering reproduction constantly 
took place that was enough to replace the older trees. In that respect, he 
noted that “if an area is out clear [cleared out or cut over], or nearly so, a 
long period is required for the development of a normal stand.”30

Stabler explained the importance of water and timber conservation 
to assure the protection of stock ranching as the main economic activity. 
Looking to the future, Stabler believed that new mining booms would 
promote local population growth. The protection of forest resources, es-
pecially water supplies, was necessary for future economic development: 
“In that case something could be done toward storing water in some of 
the canyons and in this way many acres could be irrigated and the towns 
would furnish a ready market for all products.” He added: “In no event, 
however, would a protective forest be a serious consideration [there was 
no forest], because the greater part of the area really [was] valuable for 
holding water [possible reservoir sites]. . . .” In absence of significant 
forests to protect water resources, the forest inspector was saying that 
these lands should be reserved because reservoirs could be constructed 
on these lands to ensure adequate water supplies.31

The report assigned considerable importance to the prevailing eco-
nomic activities on those lands, which were under consideration for the 
creation of a new national forest. In the Monitor range, the forest as-
sistant wrote, “there is not alienated agricultural land within the limits 
of the proposed reserve.” Stabler did locate three ranches—two devoted 
to cattle raising and the other one to sheep—on the western part of the 
range at the mouth of the creek and outside of the proposed forest. Each 
of these operations had ten to fifteen acres of irrigated land for hay pro-
duction and other grassland to secure livestock feed during the winter. In 
addition, there were other cattle ranches on the west side of the Monitor 
Valley and on the east side, two other operations devoted to cattle raising 
as well. While the livestock ranching did not usually depend on a supply 
of timber, according to the Stabler’s report, there were other enterprises 
in the Monitor range that did. 

For instance, on the western part of the proposed reserve, there 
was a pumping plant that supplied the town of Tonopah with water. 
The plant required about 1,300 cords of wood per year for its pumps. 
Also, a mining company located at Hannapah also depended on a 
wood supply, but the introduction of coal and electricity helped 
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reduce cordwood consumption. Stabler also noted that Hannapah was 
a declining settlement and the existence of a forest reservation would 
now help the development of new communities. 

The report paid special attention to the livestock grazing activities 
in the vicinity. Stabler estimated between eight hundred to one thou-
sand cattle and at least 88 percent of this livestock was owned in the 
Monitor Valley. On the other hand, he mentioned the case of the Potts 
sheep ranch, which operated five thousand head of sheep separated into 
three bands. Stabler observed that the Monitor range was better suited 
to sheep than cattle. In recent years, he said, the sheep population had 
increased in this part of the country because sheep generally grazed this 
mountainous range more efficiently than cattle did. Furthermore, the 
profitability of sheep supplying the new mining towns in Nevada and a 
favorable international market had increased demand for sheep products. 
He observed many cattlemen were considering converting their herds to 
sheep, although the latest changes in the market were favorable to beef. 
Stabler explained this process as follows: 

The range is better suited for sheep as they do not require as 
much water as cattle, and can, and do graze in rough, rugged 
portions of the mountains that cattle can not get to. Sheep have 
been very profitable of recent years owing to the fact that mining 
camps in the Toquima range [Nye County, Nevada] have fur-
nished a near-by market for mutton and the drought in Australia 
has caused wool in this country to sell at a good price. Ranchers, 
now ranging nothing but cattle, are seriously considering selling 
out their cattle and buying sheep. Such a step has been postponed 
because of the good market now available in the mining camps.32

According to this forest assistant, overgrazing in the valleys and in 
the mountains was adversely affecting the livestock agriculture. In his 
words, grazing was “very poor” on the Monitor range with the exception 
of some extensive areas of white sage or “winterfat” that made for nutri-
tious grazing, especially in winter.33 In addition, he made reference to the 
issues between cattle and sheep ranching in this country. Apparently, to 
Stabler, there existed a harmony among the local cattle and sheep breed-
ers. The problem was outsiders: “The transient sheep question causes 
hard feeling and is a matter for immediate regulation if a reserve is cre-
ated.”34 He further noted briefly that the danger of fire in that part of 
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the country was at a minimum level and in case a fire started, he wrote, 
“it rarely spreads because there is no ground cover for the fire to run 
in.”35 With the growing threat of transient sheep invasions, public sen-
timent in the community, according to Stabler, was “strongly in favor 
of forest reserves.” As he explained, local stockmen saw the creation of a 
national forest as a means to protect their own economic interests from 
itinerant sheep herds. In Stabler’s opinion, the creation of a forest re-
serve would provide future mining towns with timber of all kinds. At 
the end of the report, considering all the factors, Stabler recommended 
the creation of a national forest in the Monitor range primarily because 
it would reinforce economic development and enhance the settlement 
in central Nevada, and furthermore, remove “many transient sheep” 
from the range.36

Stabler’s forest reserve proposal’s report argued the economic im-
portance of setting aside tracts of public lands for forest conservation, 
while acknowledging that the Nevada environment did not present con-
ventional conditions for the creation of a national forest. Local livestock 
operators also complained that the government allowed wild horses to 
compete with the domestic livestock during drought years. But also, and 
perhaps more significantly, they blamed the transient stock operations 
and their Basque immigrant herders for scavenging the scarce forage. 

For the Forest Service, it was hard to justify the costs of adminis-
tration to protect the sparse resources in the name of conservation in 
Nevada. The lands appeared desolate and degraded, but one of the rea-
sons they were in such a condition was because of the damage that sheep-
herders were inflicting. Around this time, Basques, who were widely 
associated with the itinerant sheepherding in these ranges, and whose 
“foreignness” would start to be called out by pro-cattle interests in the 
ensuing policy debates, would become a scapegoat, as Kevin Hatfield has 
contended, “for the ecological and social ills of the public range.”37

Mark Woodruff and the National Forests in Nevada
By the 1900s, there were a number of Basque sheepmen who had es-
tablished properties in the areas close to or within the rural areas now 
declared national forests. Early Forest Service reports testified how by 
the 1900s it was an energetic Basque immigrant community owning 
land and prospering in the open-range sheep industry. The Basques, ev-
idently, had come to stay. However, the image of the Basque immigrant 
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sheepherder as landless and nomadic continued to live on in the public 
imagination for years, and the ethnic association of Basques with itiner-
ant sheepherding would be a lasting one.

On November 20, 1907, Mark G. Woodruff, forest supervisor in 
Nevada since July 1, sent from Austin (Nevada) to Washington, D.C., 
a detailed report about the management of the Toiyabe, Toquima, and 
Monitor national forests. Woodruff made a detailed investigation and 
gathered data relative to the range conditions in the protected lands. In 
this grazing report, Woodruff explained in detail the range forage deg-
radation on the forest ranges as a consequence of overgrazing and land 
abuses. It was a distressing situation: “The Toiyabe range has been badly 
overgrazed as a whole; the Shoshone range is in fairly good condition; 
the Desatoya range supplies such a small amount of grazing that it is 
of no particular consequence; the Toquima range has been abused along 
the foothills, and the Monitor range has been overgrazed in parts.”38 To 
understand the nature of the problem, the report provided first some 
relevant background information, which summarizes the local graz-
ing development stemming from the prolonged crisis since the winter 
of 1889–1890, with special focus on the expansion of sheep grazing to 
the detriment of cattle ranching: “The sheep men and their flocks have 
become more numerous, and finally disregarding any and all rights be-
longing to other range users, the sheep men have encroached even to 
the fences of the patented lands in the low foot hills.” He further noted:

The plan of grazing has been to winter the sheep in the des-
erts lying to the south of these Forests. As spring comes on the 
sheep work north to the country lying about thirty miles north 
of Austin, where the lambing and shearing takes place. As soon 
as the lambs can travel they are started south again along the 
top of the Toiyabe range. The best feeding ground is at the head 
of the north fork of the Reese river and Twin canyons. Every 
flock owner has tried to reach that country first. It is a race from 
the start. The result has been to literally cut the surface of the 
Toiyabe range into the sheep trails, the bottoms of which in places 
are several inches below the roots of the grass and weeds.39

Woodruff made the expansion of sheep grazing synonymous with 
the range problem. The forester noted that the sheep industry had 
become the leading agricultural economic activity in central Nevada 
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threatening cattle ranching. Woodruff reported how sheep “cut the grav-
elly . . . soil very badly” and noted his efforts to protect ranges against 
the ravages of thousands of sheep: “You will realize more fully what the 
condition is when I state that in 1906 ninety-six thousand sheep made 
the trip from the north end to the south end and back to the starting 
point through the narrow Toiyabe range.” He said that he succeeded in 
stopping 13,400 sheep of a total 63,000 from entering the national forest. 
He made an estimate of the total sheep population crossing the national 
forest counting the livestock of the operations based primarily on small 
operations.40 As it is shown in table 3.1, roughly half of these companies 
were owned by Basques. 

Roving sheep bands on Nevada’s open ranges, according to Woodruff, 
were a grave threat and he considered it of vital importance to stop the ex-
pansion of these itinerant sheepherders. Woodruff often took action against 
sheepmen by ordering them away from water sources used by locally 
owned cattle interests and giving them only a Class C permit that usually 
denied them any opportunity for a grazing permit on the national forests.41

The report continued analyzing the situation in the Monitor 
range, where again the greatest problem that was threatening 

Table 3.1. Sheep companies in Central Nevada

Company Number of Sheep

The Lander County Live Stock Co. 22,000

Mrs. George Watt 4,000

John Spencer & Co. 8,000

J. A. Miller 7,000

John Laxqua & Pete Lardapeda 5,000

Borda & Co. 5,000

Pedro Equira 4,000

Isadore Sara 8,000

Those turned back in 1907 were:

Espiel Brothers 3,000

John Echevara 5,000

Esparand 5,400

Source: Mark G. Woodruff to The Forester, Washington, D.C., 
 November 20, 1907, Record Group 95, U.S. Forest Service, 
Files Office of the Chief, Grazing Plans, National Records and 
 Archives Administration, College Park, Maryland.
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the local economy, the report concluded, was the sheep industry. 
Particularly, the east part of the Monitor range, Woodruff con-
tended, was highly damaged by the sheep of the Basque-owned 
Eureka Livestock Company: “The district so affected runs from the 
north line to the south line of Township 15 N. These hills have been 
used for both sheep and cattle.”42

Despite his negative view about the increasing numbers of sheep 
in the national forest lands, Woodruff recognized that the good eco-
nomic conditions for sheep products gave sheep graziers impressive 
economic returns on the sheep admitted to the forest. While sheep 
became an issue during the implementation of early forest manage-
ment, the same held true for wild horses that roamed free and shared 
pastures with livestock. Along with the poisonous plants and predators, 
wild horses were main factors that affected greatly the sheep industry. 
Wild horses were overrunning the national forest lands of Nevada and 
by far were the “greatest destroyers of range” Woodruff said, because 
they trampled the best pastures and water resources and thus threat-
ened the forest ecosystem. He considered wild horses “a pest, a nui-
sance, inbred, worthless and [that] annually destroy forage that would 
sustain at least 2,500 cattle.” Woodruff wanted to remove every wild 
horse from the ranges of the national forest.43 

After analyzing the factors bearing upon cattle livestock grazing, 
Woodruff considered it necessary to divide the range between sheep 
and cattle operations. By applying standard scientific criteria (estimat-
ing range potential), he intended to reorganize the range in favor of 
cattle, offering the sheep graziers the most rugged terrain since their 
stock could utilize the more difficult ranges. To put it another way, he 
wanted to remake “an ideal cattle range.” Woodruff’s plan was to keep 
both classes of stock separate “by flagging the lines,” assigning the best 
pastures for cattle and keeping sheep in the more inaccessible marginal 
pastures where sheep could be the more successful grazers. Furthermore, 
he urged his superior to “expend considerable sum of money” in the 
rehabilitation and restoration of water resources to support the varied 
stock operations.44

The land-use reclassification had to meet the general plan for man-
aging grazing resources in the national forest according to the Use 
Book and the classification of grazing permits. The main goal was 
always to, in Woodruff’s words, “correct range abuses and to give the 
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degree of protection to those people who are permanent residents, land 
owners, and of value to the state, that is required in order to build up a 
prosperous community.” He noted that the Forest Service should take 
“a positive position in favor of the home builder as against the tran-
sient herder.” The conservation of these pastures had to consider only, 
in his opinion, the interests of the “large land owners near the national 
forest, who are investing in more lands year by year, who own substan-
tial homes and who are adding to the development of this state.”45

Woodruff explicitly criticized the Basques who operated in central 
Nevada. He related the career of two Basque sheepmen Isadore Sara and 
John Borda, to whom the forester gave a Class C permit: 

I find that he [Isadore Sara] first came into the country as a sheep 
herder for a man named Jensen. That was about 1893. In 1903 he 
acquired an interest in a band of sheep formerly owned by Dixon 
& Stebbins. Then he sold out to George Watt. He then moved to 
Tonopah, returning here in 1905 and again entering the sheep 
business. He owns no land, does not own the house in which he 
lives, and has nothing in common with the residents of this vicin-
ity. He is a Basque, but has taken out his first citizenship papers. I 
have classed him as Class C.46

He had a similarly low opinion of Borda:

All that has been said for Sara can be said of John Borda, except 
that he has used the range continuously. He owns nothing 
aside from sheep and I have put him in Class C in my list of 
recommendations.47 

Woodruff saw these people deserving a Class C permit because they 
undermined respect for the law, order, and private property. He as-
serted: “Another important reason for so classing men who own no 
land is that the complaint comes from all directions from the cattle 
and sheep men alike, that it is the Basque sheep owner and herder who 
commits the greatest damage to private interests and who utterly re-
fuses to recognize the rights of cattle owners to any range.” He em-
phasized how cattlemen did agree to share the range with sheepmen 
landowners, but not with the transient operators: “The cattle men and 
ranchmen do not seriously object to dividing the range with local sheep 
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men who own land, but they seriously object to allowing transient 
flock owners to acquire range rights, or to a recognition of acquired 
rights, secured by forcing themselves upon the range during recent 
years.” Despite the fact that there were already some Basque sheep op-
erators who owned land, this immigrant community continued to be 
associated with sheep itinerancy. Woodruff observed a broad objection 
against transients in the local community and welcomed more reg-
ulations that could eliminate them. Indeed, the establishment of na-
tional forests in Nevada served to guarantee the economic interests of 
those who owned land: “Local residents welcome Forest administra-
tion solely upon the ground that they need protection in range mat-
ters. They feel that they will be driven out of the country unless it is 
given, and as a matter of fact there is very little reason for the existence 
of national forests here aside from water-shed and grazing protection. 
I strongly believe that the Basques should give way to the man who 
owns something.” Considering the particular case of Nevada and to 
avoid tramping the cattle range, he suggested that sheep and cattle be 
kept in different grazing districts, and he further recommended “that 
all sheep owners be notified that upon over-running their boundaries a 
second offense will forfeit their permits.”48 The social stigma carried by 
the sheepherding job and activities that arose around this time would 
become detrimental for the Basque immigrant community linked to 
this industry.

At the time of the creation of the national forest, there was no live-
stock association in this district. Woodruff himself pressured both local 
cattle and sheep operators to organize themselves and do everything pos-
sible in their power to assist administration to protect the range. Livestock 
operators appeared enthusiastic about the idea of setting up an association 
as a means to “provide a permanent and reliable grazing ground in future 
years.” Woodruff judged important the establishment of a livestock asso-
ciation because it could serve effectively to mediate misunderstandings 
between the Forest Service and local graziers over Use Book regulations, 
and also “settling range disputes that may arise” among private parties.49 

Woodruff prepared a grazing map showing the range divisions 
within the Nevada national forests. He proposed the following livestock 
restrictions depending on each rangeland’s conditions for grazing in the 
year 1908 on three Forests: 
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Table 3.2. Livestock restrictions in the national forests of Nevada

Livestock
Toiyabe  

national forest
Toquima  

national forest
Monitor  

national forest

Cattle 8,000 5,000 2,000

Sheep 28,500 No sheep 10,000

 Shoshone range

Cattle 1,500

Sheep 5,000

Source: Mark G. Woodruff to The Forester, Washington, D.C., November 20, 1907, Record Group 
95, U.S. Forest Service, Files Office of the Chief, Grazing Plans, National Records and Archives 
Administration, College Park, Maryland.

For the case of the Toquima National Forest, Woodruff prohibited the 
entrance of sheep altogether and established a forest guard to keep them 
out. He made a point to notify every sheepman of these instructions. 
Many sheepmen used the Toquima range to secure water, while during 
the fall they went south to the desert and returned north in the spring. 

While reducing the number of sheep in these forest ranges, Woodruff 
proposed to grant the permits, Classes A and B, to the following stock-
men for usage rights to these ranges: 

Table 3.3. Sheep grazing permits holders

Company
Number of 

Sheep for 1907
Number of 

Sheep for 1908 Class

The Lander County Live Stock Co., Austin 22,000 16,000 B

Mrs. George Watt, Austin 4,000 3,000 B

John Spencer & Co., Austin,  
 sold 2,000 since close of season 1907

8,000 5,000 A

J. A. Miller, Austin 7,000 4,500 B

Total 41,000 28,500

Source: Mark G. Woodruff to The Forester, Washington, D.C., November 20, 1907, Record Group 
95, U.S. Forest Service, Files Office of the Chief, Grazing Plans, National Records and Archives 
Administration, College Park, Maryland.

In the lower level, or better said, in the Class C, Woodruff recom-
mended the following transient livestock operators to be “excluded” 
from the national forest for the year 1908 because they did not own any 
land: John W. Freeman Company, John P. Williams, John Laxqua, Pete 
Lardapeda, John Borda, Pedro Equira, and Isadore Sara. He made clear 
that nonowners of land were not welcome: 
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• John W. Freeman Co., Fallon Nevada, sheep, owns nothing in or near 
any of these national forests and resides over one hundred miles 
from these ranges. 

• John P. Williams, Fallon Nevada, and members of his family associ-
ated with him in said business, owns nothing in or near any of these 
national forests and resides about 100 miles distant. 

• John Laxqua and Pete Lardapeda, Basques, 5,000 sheep on Toiyabe in 
1907, own no land and are not American citizens. 

• John Borda, Basque, 5,000 sheep, owns no land. Used forest a number 
of years. 

• Pedro Equira, Basque, owns 4,200 sheep, owns no land, swore under 
oath that he was not an American citizen. Was allowed in the forest 
in 1907 on account of weak lambs. 

• Isadore Sara, Basque, owns no land in or near national forest, sold 
sheep in 1907. Will purchase more sheep and attempt to range them 
on Toiyabe in 1908, owns no land or home. Has grazed there a 
number of years.50 

In the Monitor forest, the range accommodated both cattle and sheep. 
In District 7, he explained that the best right to the sheep range belonged 
to Mrs. Morrison, who lived near the national forest on Allison Creek. 
In the same district, the Basque-owned Eureka Livestock Company cus-
tomarily grazed their sheep there too. Thus, the forester proposed to 
admit there two bands of sheep counting 2,500 head each, owned by both 
the Morrisons and the Eureka Livestock Company. The Eureka Livestock 
Company had used these pastures for a long time already and in recent 
years expanded its range use. Since the Eureka Livestock Company was 
powerful enough to defend its customary rights, especially with their 
attorney, the influential congressman George A. Barlett (1869–1951), 
Woodruff proposed to let this Basque-owned sheep company to continue 
operating on the now national forest lands. Indeed, the Eureka Livestock 
Company was the only Basque operation with a Class B permit. Briefly, 
Woodruff’s grazing management report proposed to restore the ranges 
in the national forests of Nevada by reducing the livestock grazing, fa-
voring cattle, and reducing sheep by rejecting Class C permit holders. As 
a result, this report would have particular effect on the Basque sheep-
herders, since all the Basques, except the Eureka Livestock Company, 
possessed Class C permits. 
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At the end of the report, Woodruff recommended the sheep graz-
ing season to start on July 1 and end on October 15. He stipulated 
the grazing fee for all sheep over six months of age at eight cents per 
head. Woodruff expected opposition from ranchmen to the prices, but 
he thought that those prices were affordable and he further thought 
that “it will be better to begin grazing administration by charging good 
prices than to commence at a low price and be compelled to raise it at a 
later date.” He concluded, however, that the “feeling expressed toward 
national forest Administration has been almost unanimously cordial. 
Several people announce that if we can better conditions, they will wel-
come it, and in one or two cases they openly declare that they are op-
posed to it.”51 

Nonetheless, the beginnings of grazing administration raised consti-
tutional matters. In 1906, the enforcement of the Forest Service policies 
and particularly the implementation of grazing fees sparked criticism 
from the livestock community. While most welcomed the new rules or-
dering the rangelands and excluding the nonlandowning sheepherders, 
they did not like the imposed grazing fees that the Forest Service said 
was necessary to pay for its regulatory administration.52

Not surprisingly a court challenge against the fee system was not 
far away. The Eureka Livestock Company took these objections into 
court. It filed a complaint against: Theodore Roosevelt, president of the 
United States; James Wilson, secretary of agriculture; Gifford Pinchot, 
first chief of the Forest Service; and David Barnett, forest supervisor in 
Nevada. The 1908 court case became Eureka Livestock Company v. United 
States. The Basque sheepman’s complaint challenged the constitutional-
ity of the federal government to set aside timber lands as national for-
ests under an act of Congress in the Monitor range, in central Nevada. 
In September 1908, the plaintiff argued that no federal agency could set 
apart the public domain for conservation purposes and restrict access to 
grazing lands where graziers traditionally operated. According to the 
Eureka Livestock Company, when the Department of Agriculture estab-
lished the national forest in the Monitor Range, the company was graz-
ing about five thousand sheep divided into two bands. Under the new 
regulations, the Forest Service denied the livestock company access to 
these lands and threatened to confiscate the sheep if the company per-
sisted in grazing there. The plaintiff claimed that these lands were only 
valuable for agricultural and mineral purposes and had little potential 
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for timber extraction, something which made them unsuitable for con-
servation and, therefore, the claimant said, should not be included in 
the national forest. This was among several cases challenging the legiti-
macy not only of imposing grazing fees, but also the creation of the na-
tional forests themselves. In general, national forests in Nevada were 
established by both presidential proclamations and congressional acts, 
although in 1908, Congress moved to put the creation of new national 
forests under its authority denying the former power of proclamation 
to the president. Ultimately, by 1911, with the Light and Grimaud cases 
the United States Supreme Court ruled in favor of the legitimacy of the 
national forests and their authority to impose grazing fees.53 

With the arrival of the Forest Service grazing regulations, order finally 
started to take hold in the high mountain pastures of Nevada’s moun-
tain ranges, an order that came at the expense of Basque sheepherding. 
Beyond the boundaries of the national forests, however, Nevada’s pub-
lic-domain ranges remained unregulated and a persistent grazing prob-
lem, where conflicts continued including Native American competition 
for range lands.54 In 1911, a small band of Indians murdered four sheep-
herders, including Basques. This incident, commonly known as “the Last 
Indian Uprising,” illustrated the still violent character of the American 
West.55 Early forest inspectors looking to designate public-domain lands 
as national forests noted that Nevada was different. Compared with other 
states, including the western ones, the state of Nevada presented a chal-
lenge for the definition and justification of proclaiming national forest 
lands. As the free-range stock industry kept growing at impressive levels, 
the federal government continued a laissez-faire policy toward grazing on 
the public domain outside the established national forests wherein it did 
apply grazing regulations that often favored cattle interests. 

The continuing crises in Nevada livestock ranching revealed a growing 
national debate over the future of the still unregulated and free and open-
range grazing on the public domain. During the first three decades of the 
century, this situation increasingly pushed the Nevada legislature to become 
involved in range issues. Local experiments in range matters preceded the 
organization of grazing districts out of the public domain after the Taylor 
Grazing Act of 1934.56 The narrative that followed all these events contin-
ued to center on heroes, embodied by the conservationists and the more 
venerable cattle graziers, and the villains sheepherders, which continued to 
be associated with a Basque immigrant culture in Nevada.
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Summary

In 1905, with the coming federal land management to portions of the 
public domain in Nevada (mountain pastures), the Forest Service tried 
to limit or exclude large itinerant sheepherding from the lands it ad-
ministered. Throughout the still-abundant public grazing lands beyond 
the Forest Service’s national forests within the state, however, the itin-
erant sheep herds still moved into the basin and rangelands each season, 
and some overwintered on white sage or winter fat. While cattle graz-
ing interests were generally pleased with Forest Service grazing policies, 
they were displeased with the lack of attention to grazing regulations 
and indifference to the chaotic grazing situation on the open rangelands 
of Nevada beyond the Forest Service boundaries. As a result, expanding 
Forest Service range regulations to these public-domain grazing lands 
outside the national forests was seen by many as the solution to halting 
sheep itinerancy and offering the prospect of more stability on the range. 

This confrontation over land use and land rights would lead to a sit-
uation where itinerant sheepherders on the public-domain lands became 
widely denigrated, and would also involve the creation of the most per-
nicious image of Basque immigrants in the West as being the antithe-
sis of the nationally venerated image of cowboys. While cowboys were 
viewed as the embodiment of the American frontier spirit through self-
reliance and hard work, and who rode horses, sheepherders were con-
sidered despicable and of an inferior class of laborers who walked long 
distances allowing sheep to roam at will across the wide-open range. 

The next chapter analyses how —  at the same time as the Basques 
began to become settled in the Interior West with many Basques building 
prosperous sheep-dealing businesses —  an anti-Basque movement began 
among cattle ranchers, conservationists, and some politicians. Eventually, 
a positive image of Basque immigrants and Basque sheepherding com-
munities would reemerge in the decades to come, but not before they 
first became the target of wide-ranging political and social ire.
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4

“Desirable Immigrants”

Socioeconomic Ambivalence and Basque Labor  
in Nevada’s Sheep Industry, 1910–1939

In the summer of 1923, Angela Odriozola Larrucea (1903–2001), a 
young Basque immigrant woman, arrived in Elko in northeastern 
Nevada. Angela was born on September 15, 1903, in Gernika, Biscay. 
She grew up spending the days in the countryside, helping her mother 
with the housework, raising vegetables, and harvesting different types of 
fruits in her family’s farmstead (or baserri) named “Cigarreta,” located 
in the town’s neighborhood of Saint Pedro. The young Angela went to 
America with the intention of soon returning home after she completed 
the task, assigned by her mother, of taking care of her aunt, who was 
living at that time on a ranch in Ryndon, Nevada.1

One year prior to her departure, with the help of her parents, Angela 
made all the necessary arrangements to meet American immigration 
rules. On June 7, 1922, Angela underwent a general medical examina-
tion by Rafael Echevarria, titular doctor of Gernika-Lumo. Echevarria 
attested that Angela was in a “good state of health.” On the same day, 
Gabriel Toña, mayor of Gernika-Lumo, officially authorized the medical 
certificate. Toña also certified, according to the gendered social standards 
of the time, that Angela Odriozola dedicated herself solely to housework 
and had “good general aptitudes exercising home duties.” The next day, 
before the district court judge of Gernika, her father, Pedro Odriozola, 
authorized Angela to go by herself to “California” and take care of her 
aunt. Even though Angela was leaving for Nevada, the affidavit read 
“California,” because at that time in the Basque Country, California 
generally referred to the entire American West. Nearly a year later, on 
June 9, 1923, Angela got her passport from the Spanish authorities in 
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the Civil Government of Biscay in Bilbao. On June 15, 1923, Lucius 
H. Johnson, American vice-consul in Bilbao, granted Angela a visa that 
would allow her to enter the United States under the Spanish quota, 
which at that time was set at 912 immigrants (however, even with a visa, 
immigration authorities in Ellis Island could still deny her entry if they 
determined to do so).2

On June 23, Angela departed for America from the port of Le Havre 
in France. A week later, she arrived in New York. When she went into 
the registry room in Ellis Island, the immigration authorities detained 
and confined her for a week for immigrant medical inspection in a bar-
racks for newcomers. She possessed all the necessary documents to prove 
that she was healthy and had her father’s legal consent that justified her 
purpose for travel. At that time, immigration inspectors feared that any 
woman immigrating alone without male protection would fall into pros-
titution and thereof could be denied entry. With her papers in order and 
just nineteen years old, Angela was allowed to enter the country.3 

From New York, she took four days to travel to northeastern Nevada. 
On her arrival in Elko, Angela went directly to the Basque-owned Star 
Hotel, where she spent the night. The next morning Celso Madarieta, a 
Basque immigrant living in Elko, took her to the ranch where Angela’s 
aunt lived. At first, Angela could not imagine living in this strange coun-
try. She cried for weeks. However, a month after her arrival, Angela met 
Gavino Aguirre, a Basque immigrant who at that time was working as 
a cowboy on a livestock operation near Ryndon. Four months later, on 
November 3, Angela and Gavino got married in Elko, where they raised 
a big family. Contrary to her first intentions and expectations, Angela 
soon adapted herself to her new life, loved it, and stayed forever in the 
United States.4

Angela Odriozola arrived in the United States at a complicated 
time for immigrants. The new immigration from eastern and southern 
Europe at this time was arriving, as historian John Higham has noted, 
during a high tide of xenophobia and nativism. “The new immigrants,” 
as Higham wrote in Strangers in the Land, “had the very bad luck to 
arrive in America en masse at a time when nativism was already running 
at full tilt.”5 Opposition to the great numbers of new immigrants was 
also occurring on the western ranges at a time when the federal govern-
ment had set in motion changes to regulate and even close some of the 
open rangelands. This placed Basque immigrants under a double threat 
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as they struggled to overcome anti-immigrant attitudes and restrictions 
on grazing, especially large roaming sheep bands.

The present chapter analyzes the historical process of social and 
economic adjustments of the Basque immigrant community between 
the decades of 1910 and 1930. By 1910, the steady flow of immigrants 
from the Basque Country had guaranteed and strengthened the endur-
ance of this community in Nevada. Nevertheless, as they became a well-
accepted and respected immigrant group, Basques began facing greater 
legal constraints on their status as immigrants and on their engage-
ment in itinerant sheep grazing. They would also face an onslaught of 
highly public attacks by Nevada’s senator Key Pittman and the cattle 
industry, who viewed the Basque sheepherders and sheep industry in 
general as a threat to range resources. The Immigration Act of 1924 
would sharply reduce immigration from southern and eastern Europe, 
including Basque immigration. For the sheep industry, this would mean 
a Basque labor shortage in the future. 

The Growth of the Basque Immigrant Community  
and the Increasing Migration Network

In the 1910s, a settled Basque immigrant population in Nevada had 
served to recruit and attract the emigration of more of their coun-
trymen. In 1910, the estimated population of Basque immigrants in 
Nevada, California, Idaho, and Wyoming was approximately 8,400.6 
As Basque immigration grew, a number of businesses appeared in the 
Basque Country to provide assistance to the immigrants, such as travel-
related services, transitory hotels, and financial help. With the grow-
ing demand for sheepherders, labor agents appeared to capitalize on the 
Basque immigration by recruiting young boys and sending them over-
seas. Besides labor agents, travel agencies and banks also entered the pic-
ture. They often publicized their services by word-of-mouth as well as 
advertised in local newspapers and bulletins in the Basque Country. In 
a 1911 yearbook of the Basque Catholic Church of Bayonne, there were 
included some commercial advertisements, some of them related to im-
migration services, such as the following announcement of a travel agent 
named Paul Novion:

PAUL NOVION
26, Quai Galuperie, 26
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IN BAYONNE
Tickets for America in the so-called Messageries Maritimes 
steamships from Bordeaux to Buenos Aires, from Le Havre to 
New-York and California, from Saint-Nazaire to Vera-Cruz and 
Havana, from La Pallice to Chile. [writer’s translation]7 

Furthermore, the Basque newspaper Eskualduna based in Bayonne, 
Labourd, became a referential service portal for those Basques willing to 
depart for America. During the 1910s, it was very common to find ad-
vertisements of immigration-related services in this newspaper, as in the 
following from the Crédit Lyonnais bank in Bayonne:

CRÉDIT LYONNAIS
In the Liberty Square of Bayonne
Crédit Lyonnais Takes and Pays
CHECKS FROM AMERICA
and every accounting document.
It also sells and buys every accounting document and title.
Crédit Lyonnais provides clarifications on purchasing titles and 
the best advice to make all the arrangements properly.
THERE IS ONE BASQUE MAN
who is employee of Kredit Lyone and he is in charge of these 
issues
HE SPEAKS BASQUE8

Also, in the same newspaper, it often advertised information concern-
ing immigration procedures to the United States from France:

TO AMERICA. Those who want to go to America address 
BARBIER, from Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port. He is known as Agent 
d’émigration of the Government. He needs to take the whole day 
to undertake these duties in Bordeaux, and he assists passengers 
as they embark on the ship.9

On the other side of the Atlantic, in the Far West, Basque-owned 
boardinghouses served as employment centers, primarily for sheepherd-
ing. In the 1910s, each Nevada town had at least one Basque boarding-
house. These establishments appeared and spread all around Nevada, 
which turned this state into the leading Basque immigrant center in the 
West. These Basque-owned establishments were the first separate facil-
ities to provide newcomers with all kind of assistance: cheap beds, hot 
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food, laundry, storage services, health care, or mailbox facilities. In addi-
tion, it was a place where they could speak in their native language and 
not feel intimidated by others when using their language. Typically, the 
hotels were located near the railroad station to make it easier for new-
comers to reach these establishments upon their arrival. In 1910, for in-
stance, Basque immigrant Pete Jauregui built the Star Hotel, situated 
across the railway from the Western Pacific depot in Elko. Essentially, 
these houses were immigrants’ first refuges in the Anglo society. They 
functioned as nuclei where Basque immigrants could start and set up 
their new lives in the West.10

By the 1910s, more commonly, Basque hotelkeepers advertised their 
establishments in the local newspapers of Nevada, announcing them as 
cozy places to enjoy good food and rest in a house-keeping room, as 
well as employment service offices. In the early 1910s, an advertisement 
of the Overland Hotel in Elko owned by Domingo Sabala and Eutalie 
Onaindia was repeatedly run unchanged in the Elko Daily Free Press. The 
advertisement read as follows:

D. D. Sabala                                E. ONAINDIA
Overland Hotel
Fine Wines, Liquors, and Cigars  First-Class Restaurant
Private Wine Rooms  Rooms Electrically Heated
The Only 3-Story Fire-Proof Hotel in
in Eastern Nevada. A splendid view
of Elko from our 3-story building.
Free baths to guests.
Headquarters and Information Bureau for sheepmen and 
sheepherders.
ELKO, NEVADA11

Significantly, Basque boardinghouse owners, like Sabala and 
Onaindia in Elko, advertised their businesses in the local newspapers to a 
broad and diverse clientele, even outside the Basque community borders.

Boarding houses became important contact zones between the 
Basque immigrants and the wider society. As Basques became more in-
tegrated and familiarized with the American environment, non-Basque 
people were welcomed and regularly began frequenting these establish-
ments. Visits by non-Basque guests in these hotels promoted contacts by 
the Basque immigrant community with the larger society. For multiple 
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reasons, these boardinghouses were the most important refuge institu-
tions for Basque immigrants and ultimately provided a primary means 
of Basque assimilation into American culture and society.12

Because of occupational gender roles, Basque immigration was pre-
dominantly male as the men took jobs in stock operations. At the turn of 
the century, however, Basque women began to follow their male coun-
terparts and emigrated to the West as well. Typically, Basque immigrant 
women went into housekeeping and other jobs helping sheepherders 
from different locales: managing boardinghouses, cooking for the ranch 
hands, or helping their family members in the new country. This was 
the case of Jesusa Guridi (1890–1982), who in the summer of 1916 em-
igrated from the small village of Ea, in Biscay, to McDermitt, on the 
Nevada–Oregon border, to join her father and three brothers. There, 
she began working as a cook on the Sullivan Ranch. The opening of new 
Basque boardinghouses led to an important increase in the demand for 
domestic work. As these establishments stimulated a demand for help, 
Basque women were ready to take up their roles in the Basque immi-
grant community.13

Working in the boardinghouses not only gave Basque women a 
new social status, which they hardly could reach in the Old Country as 
housekeepers in their families’ houses, but also gave them the opportu-
nity to participate actively in the public life of the host society. In the 
Basque Country, women were traditionally confined to matters of home 
and family. Peasant women typically were constrained to labor with 
other family members in agriculture in the family’s farmstead, as well as 
caring for the house. On the other hand, in the United States, although 
they were confined to traditional women’s occupations, they found paid 
work outside the home. For example, in 1927, Catherine Goyhenetche 
Etcheverry arrived in Eureka, Nevada, and was first employed at the 
boardinghouse of the Uriarte family as a cook. Some months later, she 
started working in the Eureka Hotel, owned by the Laborde family, for 
much better pay. These types of occupational opportunities did not, 
however, necessarily mean that Basque immigrants broke with old so-
cietal standards. Ordinary individuals entering into the unsteady soci-
ety of the American West, as historian Anne M. Butler has pointed out, 
often “felt the need to reaffirm old values, cherish them more dearly, 
and impose them more stringently.” This was true of the Basque women 
in Nevada, where hard work and perseverance were needed in order to 
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make their new living. In general, Basque women played a prominent 
role in preserving their culture, diffusing it, and constructing asso-
ciations or relations with the members of the wider society through, 
for example, their participation in the Catholic Church, a significant re-
ligious and cultural institution in Basque life in Nevada.14

In the New World, Basque immigrants used the Catholic Church as 
another refuge from which to draw strength as they adjusted to their 
new environment and work. The Church offered traditions from the 
Old Country and at the same time assisted in Basque assimilation and 
integration. Since the early days of statehood, religion was an impor-
tant part of life in several rural and mining towns in Nevada, something 
that would intersect with the Basques’ own Catholic traditions, which 
they brought with them from Europe. Since the 1860s, the ethnic and 
religious mixture of Nevada, similar to that which occurred in other 
western states, was reflected by a cultural pluralism in the sectarian 
identification. Catholics, Protestants, Mormons, and Jews were widely 
present by the late nineteenth century, evidenced by the construction of 
churches in the main towns all over the state. During the Nevada’s first 
mining boom in Virginia City, a silver mining boomtown, the Irish sup-
plied much of the labor in the emerging mining industry. Irish immi-
grants brought with them their culture and social institutions, including 
their Catholic faith.15 The Irish were pivotal in developing the infra-
structures and social networks for the development of Catholicism in 
Nevada. Irish settlers were followed by other Catholic immigrant com-
munities: Italians, Swiss, Slavs, Portuguese, and Basques. All of them 
formed the so-called “church of the immigrants” in Nevada.16

At the turn of the century, Catholics —  either priests or women’s re-
ligious orders —  worked to make their church a religious force in the 
American West. The Catholic Church of Nevada was a protective in-
stitution for various immigrant communities. The Church also served 
to integrate newcomers to their new country. In the early twentieth 
century, furthermore, some Catholic Churches in Nevada provided ser-
vices expressly for the local Basque immigrant community. There were 
some Basque priests settled in the United States who made stays in the 
Nevada towns and even visited the ranches, preaching to the Basque 
immigrants. In 1910, for example, Basque priest Gratian Ardans who 
belonged to the Order of St. Benedict at Sacred Heart and founding 
Pastor of Our Lady of Lourdes Catholic Church in East Los Angeles, 
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California, conducted services in English, French, and Basque in Reno. 
Gratians and other Basque pastors continued visiting the Basque com-
munity of Nevada throughout the early twentieth century.17

Being a Catholic in an Anglo-Protestant world, however, did have cer-
tain drawbacks, and Basques were subject to ethnic and religious-based 
prejudice in many rural frontier situations. Nonetheless, the Catholic 
Church was also able to serve as a social shelter in defense against this 
prejudice. As Basque immigrants reemphasized their Catholicism, they 
also found it to be a vehicle for social mobility. Basques were active 
members and contributors to the communal and social welfare work 
of the Church. The Altubes, who at the time were already a wealthy 
family with one of the largest stock operations based in Nevada, made 
large contributions to the Spanish Church in their home base in San 
Francisco.18

Their Catholic affiliation gave the Basque immigrant community a 
public voice and an opportunity to strengthen their ties with the overall 
society. For example, when Key Pittman was campaigning in Nevada for 
the U.S. Senate on an anti-Basque, anti-sheepherding platform, Father 
Thomas M. Tubman, Reverend of St. Thomas Aquinas Cathedral of 
Reno, wrote a letter to the editor of the Reno Evening Gazette that was 
published on March 31, 1911, in support of the newspaper’s response to 
Senator Pittman’s outbursts against the Basques and the sheep industry. 
In this letter, Father Tubman expressed his admiration for the Basque 
immigrant community and their support of the Catholic Church. The 
letter reflects the Church’s embrace of the Basque community. He wrote:

The Basques who are now here have made good. They have 
shown how wealth can be wrung from our uncultivated plains 
and rugged mountains. With indomitable energy they have gone 
to work in raising great sheepfolds, that have brought wealth to 
themselves and the state.

They are admirably adapted to pastoral and agricultural pur-
suits, strong of limb, healthy in body, temperate in habit, religious 
and Godfearing, there can be no failures among them.19

Tubman not only praised the contribution of the Basque immigrant 
community in Nevada, but also deplored the discrimination they suf-
fered because of their work on the rangelands as sheepherders. In his 
praises and claims in favor of the Basques, Tubman’s letter shows how 
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by the 1910s, the Basque-American community was not only settled in 
the sheep camps of the Great Basin, but also in towns like Reno.20

By the early 1910s, although still faced with discrimination and stig-
matization on the ranges, it can be said that Basque immigrants were 
settling and integrating into the broader American society of Nevada 
and other western states. On March 29, 1911, the Reno Evening Gazette 
published an article with the headline: “Desirable Immigrants.” It noted 
approvingly that the Basque population in Nevada was “increasing year 
by year until they now form no inconsiderable proportion of the inhabi-
tants of the state.” Curiously, the Reno newspaper explained that the or-
igins of the Basque “race” remained unknown, by stating that “neither 
their language, customs, skull formation nor their history nor traditions 
throw any light upon the subject.” It further added: “All that is known 
of them is that they are an unconquered people, rendering tribute to no 
potentate, acknowledging the authority of no constituted power out-
side of their own community.” From a typical environmental determin-
ist position, moreover, the Reno Gazette attributed the Basques’ labor in 
the western open-range sheep grazing to the immigrants’ rural lifestyle 
and pastoral occupation in their home country: “Owing to their moun-
tain life and their pastoral occupations, the Basques are a liberty loving 
people. Hence it is that they are so strongly attracted to America and 
particularly to the plains and mountains of the west.”21

In terms of a classical American self-made ideology, the article 
praised Basque immigrants and accorded them a respected and honored 
position within the broader society because they had built up wealth 
through their labor in the sheep industry. It contended that nearly all 
the Basque immigrants became prosperous through their labor in sheep 
and ownership of land, just as their former employers did before: “They 
are becoming the heaviest owners of sheep in the State of Nevada, their 
ranges extending far and wide. Industrious and economical to a degree, 
there are few Basques in Nevada who fail to attain a competency within 
five years after coming to the state.”22

Then, the Gazette argued that Basque immigrants were eagerly 
adapting themselves and assimilated quickly into mainstream American 
culture: “It is always their ambition to become naturalized as quickly as 
possible and, being a people opposed to race suicide, they marry early in 
life and rear large families. . . . The second generation of Basques . . . are 
most thoroughly Americanized and become perfectly assimilable.” The 
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article further praised the Basque immigrant community of Nevada as 
respectable and good citizens. In Nevada’s “large colony of Basques,” 
many of these immigrants had “amassed considerable fortunes. They are 
all law abiding, courteous, intensely religious and—what is most to the 
point—their aim is not to acquire sufficient money to take them back to 
the Pyrenees to reside for the balance of their lives, but to build a roof 
tree and rear their families in the land of their adoption.”23 

Despite this notably optimistic view of Basque immigrants, the re-
alities of assimilation would have certainly been difficult and complex. 
In 1918, the Basque priest, linguist, and writer, Resurrección María de 
Azkue (1864–1951), published his novel in Basque language Ardi Galdua 
or “The Lost Sheep.” This book tells a story through an exchange of let-
ters between a Basque immigrant in California and his relatives in the 
Basque Country reflecting the social, economic, and religious issues of 
migration.24 “The Lost Sheep” metaphor is especially noteworthy because 
it captures the alienation and displacement that many of the Basque im-
migrants would have felt upon their arrival in the Far West. Indeed, 
Basque immigrants who reached the United States would have needed 
to continually find ways to adjust and learn how to live and relate with 
others in the complex social dynamics of their new surroundings.

From “Dark-Faced Strangers” to White Subjects:  
Basque immigrants and Their New Racial Identity  

during the Restriction Period

The increasing presence of Basque sheepherders in the public ranges had 
drawn derision amidst a cowboy culture in the American West. By the 
early twentieth century, nomadic sheepherders and Basque immigrants 
were synonymous. Basque sheepherders with their huge bands of sheep 
coming onto public grazing lands were perceived as a serious economic and 
environmental threat by local ranch owners, small town business commu-
nities, and the emerging conservation movement. Anglo-Americans fre-
quently denigrated and mistreated Basque sheepherders for their alleged 
disruptive and destructive utilization of the range resources.25 On May 4, 
1898, the Carson City Morning Appeal had alerted its readers that over 
forty Basque immigrants divided into two labor groups were bound for 
Nevada to work as sheepherders. The Appeal considered the upcoming 
arrival of these Basque immigrants as “Nevada’s Danger.”26 In 1899, the 
influential California Cultivator and Livestock and Dairy Journal had 
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contended: “The sheepmen of the Sierra Nevada are for the most part a 
lot of irresponsible Basques, who own no other property than their sheep; 
they pay no taxes, evading them by moving.”27

After 1905, when the U.S. Forest Service began establishing a range 
control program in newly created national forests, the sheep industry’s 
transhuman or migratory use of grazing resources on the public domain 
and the foreign character of its Basque workers attracted more atten-
tion from policymakers and public opinion.28 American literature made 
Basques increasingly popular as outsider nomadic sheepherders in sto-
ries about grazing conflicts and pasturage problems. In The Flock (1906), 
Mary Austin, while describing sheepherders’ experiences in California’s 
Sierra Nevada, wrote that “The actual management of a flock on the range 
is never a ‘white man’s job,” but French, Portuguese, Mexican, and Basque 
immigrants.29 These collectivities that were considered nonwhite (includ-
ing the Basques) were perceived as marginal people who were unable to 
find better employment and accepted this low-paying work readily.

The negative collective image of Basques as “tramp” sheepherders 
persisted for many years and was perpetuated by some cattle ranch-
ers as a pretext to put the sheep industry out of business.30 As historian 
Richard W. Etulain has explained, the widely held image of the Basque 
as a wandering landless sheepherder gave the entire Basque immigrant 
community a somewhat negative reputation.31 Pejoratively they could 
be called “Greasers,” or “Garlic Snappers.”32 Some years later, for ex-
ample, Timotea Yraguen Echanis, a second-generation Basque-American 
woman, explained how when she first started school in McDermitt in the 
early 1920s, she faced humiliation and discrimination for not knowing 
any English but only Basque, and that she and her Basque classmates 
were oftentimes called “Black Bascos.”33 

Despite being praised in some quarters and in the press, Basques were 
still often seen as marginal and strange people, as well as a nonwhite race.34 
On April 7, 1907, an article appeared in the Washington Post describing 
the “arduous” life of the Basque sheepherder out on the range. On the 
matter of race, it depicted Basque immigrant sheepherders as being a non-
white race. The article described Basque sheepherders as follows: 

There must be a hundred of these dark-faced strangers from Spain 
who lead the sheep through the Sierra range from Shasta down to 
Kings River. The valley folk call them gypsies in their ignorance. 
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They are considered shiftless, roving fellows. Because they do not 
care to talk or to mingle with “white men” they are looked upon 
with suspicion. Yet everybody concedes that they are good shep-
herds. No other man would work all summer alone for so little pay.35

The article continued, explaining the seasonal migration of the trans-
humant sheepherders between lowland winter and upland summer pas-
tures. It also pointed out that the loneliness in the rangelands invoked 
alienation and sometimes despair in these immigrants.36

Later on, in the context of World War I, a period of intense nativism 
and xenophobia in the United States, Basque immigrants and their cul-
tural traditions led to a further demonization and “foreignization” of the 
sheep industry.37 While Basque sheepherders continued to be seen as in-
truders by a large segment of an old established ranching community, on 
the other hand, Basque immigrants were increasingly identified as im-
portant contributors to some local communities. Although both negative 
and positive conceptions about Basque immigrants continued to coexist, 
those positive images would eventually become dominant throughout 
different western communities.

Key Pittman’s Campaign against  
the Sheep Industry of Nevada, 1910–1920

By the 1910s, although an increasing number of Basque immigrants 
owned vast tracts of land, the idea of the ubiquitous Basque transhumant 
and landless sheepherder in the American West continued to resonate in 
the American public imagination. Such a caricaturization served to jus-
tify and protect the economic and political interests of the establishment 
at the expense of the Basque sheepherders. Nourished by increasingly 
xenophobic responses to immigration, some voices were raised against 
the Basque immigrant community in Nevada. 

Some political personalities attempted to put forth solutions and 
even opposition to the presence of itinerant Basque sheepherders on the 
Nevada ranges. For example, Nevada’s senator Key Pittman worked tire-
lessly on the range issues, particularly on the persistent problems affect-
ing the cattle business in Nevada. His early political career was marked 
by continuous defense of the cattle community and a hostility toward 
the sheep industry. Pittman’s efforts to extend the boundaries of na-
tional forests, eliminate the protective tariff on wool, and support of the 
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1916 Ranch Homestead Act all aimed to undermine the sheep business 
in Nevada. Furthermore, Pittman’s anti-immigrant sentiments fitted 
well with his fight against the sheep industry that was synonymous 
with the Basque immigrant community.

Pittman against the Basque Community
In 1902, Key Pittman had served as a member of the Central Committee 
of the Silver Party of Nevada. In 1908, Pittman resigned from the declin-
ing Silver Party to join the Democratic Party. In the context of the na-
tional progressive reforms, Pittman launched an unsuccessful campaign 
for the Senate. While endorsing the Democratic Party’s leading reform-
ers, Pittman campaigned in favor of a reduction in the tariff rates, ad-
vocated to enlarge the scope of the Sherman Anti-Trust Act, defended a 
powerful national bank system, and endorsed federal irrigation projects. 
At the same time, Pittman raised his voice in favor of the private land-
owners and livestock ranchers, particularly cattle owners, often in a way 
that would be at the expense of Basque immigrants.38

In the early twentieth century, the continuous expansion of open-
range itinerant sheepherding posed a threat to the economic interests of 
some cattle and sheep companies using public-domain lands in Nevada. 
By then, nomadic bands of sheep from Utah and Idaho wintered in the 
eastern part of Nevada in White Pine County. Typically, these nomadic 
bands of sheep were owned by sheep companies who employed cheap 
immigrant labor, especially the Basques. During the 1910s, Pittman 
launched a campaign against the open-range sheep industry in Nevada. 
Basque workers became the focus of Pittman’s attacks. He blamed Basque 
sheepherders for depleting public ranges. Nevertheless, the Basque com-
munity would wither the attack and even gain broad support. 

Key Pittman’s hostility toward Basques did not go unnoticed. His 
blustery statements captured the attention of the media and the public 
in Nevada and other western states where the Basque population con-
centrated. On October 7, 1910, the Reno Evening Gazette questioned Key 
Pittman’s attacks against the sheep industry and the Basque workers. 
The Gazette complained about Pittman’s allegations as follows: “Some 
good Democrat ought to tell Mr. Pittman that he is making a joke of 
himself when he campaigns along those lines.” The Reno newspaper 
considered the senator’s statements unfair, and because the sheep indus-
try represented an important sector in the state’s economy, the Gazette 
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saw Pittman’s position as being incomprehensible: “Upon the ranges of 
Nevada today there are running about one million sheep. The average 
price realized from a fleece is over one dollar. The income from sheep 
sold as mutton is over two million dollars. Over three thousand sheep 
men are employed directly and indirectly in this great industry.”39

Furthermore, it declared that Nevadans were intelligent enough not to 
be swayed by these kinds of arguments and “to distinguish between fit and 
unfit—and they know that any man who would destroy the sheep industry of 
this state simply because he believes or pretends to believe that the only men 
who benefit from it are twenty sheep owners and two hundred Basque sheep-
herders is unfit to look after Nevada’s interests in the United States Senate.”40

Despite these newspaper pieces, in January 1913, Key Pittman was 
elected a senator of Nevada. In this position, he continued to advocate for 
his cattle-grazing constituency. On June 4, 1913, Pittman testified before 
the Senate Lobby Investigation Committee in Washington, D.C., which 
was carrying out a general investigation to determine the proposed tariff 
bill. Representing the Nevada Democrats, Pittman defended the reduction 
of the tariff rate on wool arguing that the sheep industry of Nevada was 
one of the less important sectors in the state’s economy. Besides saying 
that the sheep industry amounted to little, Pittman remarked that a large 
percentage of the total sheep population—over a million sheep—were 
owned by out-of-state owners from California, Idaho, and Utah. Pittman 
continued: “I also know of my own personal knowledge that nearly all of 
the laborers employed in that occupation are Basque sheep herders, who 
can hardly speak the English language, and get about $35 a month.”41 

Immediately, James A. Reed, senator from Missouri and member of the 
Committee, got interested in the question of the Basque immigrant labor: 

Senator Reed: What do you mean by Basque sheep herders?
Senator Pittman: The Basques come from the Pyrenees moun-
tains in Spain. They get that class of labor because they seem 
to be adapted to sheep herding, and they are lacking in intelli-
gence, independence, or anything else. They are just about as near 
a slave as anybody could be under our present existing conditions, 
and I do know of my own personal knowledge that the sentiment 
of our State is not in favor of a tariff on wool or sugar.42 

Pittman denigrated the Basque immigrant labor as inferior and 
despicable. He blamed Basques for being an economic threat to Nevada 
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because they took these agricultural jobs and depressed local wages. A 
brief time later, Reed asked Pittman more about the Basques of Nevada:

Senator Reed: You spoke a moment ago of the Basque sheep 
herders. Are they ordinarily naturalized citizens, or otherwise?
Senator Pittman: No, they are not. As a general thing they 
never associate with the other people in the State; they live among 
themselves; they can only speak a few words of the English lan-
guage; they live in the lowest possible way for a human being to 
live; and they are nothing but sheep herders.
Senator Reed: You spoke of the wages, $35 a month. Is that an 
ordinary wage in your State, or is it less than the wage that other 
people receive?
Senator Pittman: It is much less.43

According to Pittman, the Basque immigrant community of Nevada 
was very clannish and unassimilable. He sneered at Basque Americans 
because he erroneously considered them as mere sojourners. To Pittman, 
in other words, the Basques were undesirable immigrants many of 
whom would never become citizens of the United States.44

Pittman’s declarations infuriated not only the Basque immigrant 
population living in the West, but also other non-Basques who stood up 
publicly for the Basque residents. Public reactions to these statements 
came first from the non-Basques. On July 24, Nevada attorney J. A. 
Langwith from Winnemucca wrote a letter to the Silver State criticizing 
Pittman’s accusations and paying a special tribute to the Basque commu-
nity. He said that Pittman’s declarations had caused a loss of confidence 
among businessmen in other economic sectors of Nevada: “ . . .Pittman’s 
attack on the sheep industry and the Basque sheepowners and herders is 
doing much injury to our state. Business men and men with money are 
figuring that our leading industries, such as cattle, sheep, lead, mining, 
and possibly silver and copper, will get some very hard knocks should 
cattle, wool and lead be eventually placed on the free list.” Langwith also 
questioned the senator’s charges against the Basque immigrants, con-
sidering them as untrue and unfair, and he stuck up for the Basque com-
munity of Nevada: “There are many Basques and descendants of Basques 
engaged in ranching, cattle and mercantile business as well as the sheep 
business. The Basque is usually a man of more than ordinary intelligence, 
with keen business ability, and is usually prosperous. They are, as a rule, 
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law abiding, sober, and make good citizens.” He explained how Basque 
immigrants were not only mere sheep workers, but were also engaged in 
every level of the livestock industry, whether cattle or sheep. Langwith 
enjoyed good relations with the state’s Basque immigrant community, 
and he could not understand Pittman’s attitude toward them: “I feel it 
my duty to thus poorly express what I know about the men and women 
whose fair name, honor, pride and integrity Senator Pittman has so ma-
ligned and deeply wounded.” The dignity of the Basque sheepherders 
and the overall immigrant community became a constant issue in let-
ters and articles appearing in numerous newspaper during this time.45

During the debate of the tariff bill, on August 21, 1913, in the first 
session of the sixty-third Congress, Pittman gave a long speech on the 
floor of the Senate, declaring himself “heartily” in favor of the bill H. R. 
3321 to reduce tariff rates on wool and that he was “firmly convinced 
that it is for the best interests of the people of my State.” Pittman re-
sponded that lowering tariff rates for wool did not mean fiercer compe-
tition for domestic sheep companies: 

The removal of the tariff will certainly permit foreign wool to 
come into the country, but the question is: How much will come 
in, and at what price can the foreigner afford to sell it in the 
United States? 

In the first place, the foreigner can not afford to sell his wool 
in the United States for less than he can obtain for it in the mar-
kets of the world; and in the second place, he can not afford to sell 
it for less than it cost him to produce.46 

To Pittman, the problem depended on the balance between the supply 
and demand: “With the demand steadily increasing and the supply rap-
idly decreasing the competition must be between the buyers instead 
of the sellers. In such event, the price would be so high that the cost 
of production in foreign countries would not concern the American 
woolgrowers.”47

After arguing the benefits of tariff liberalization, Pittman contended 
that the sheep industry in Nevada was insignificant compared with other 
western states, and that cattle ranching and the mining industry were 
more important for the state’s wealth. Pittman advocated the protection 
of settlers and home builders against sheep grazing in the public range 
in Nevada. According to Pittman, sheep grazing was detrimental for the 
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agricultural development and farm settlements in Nevada. In strongly 
nationalist terms, he described the following disadvantages of the sheep 
industry to Nevada: 

The American farmer comes naturally to the raising of cattle and 
horses, and he has no superior on earth, while the sheep indus-
try, with its cheap labor, seems to require the most ignorant, the 
most unprogressive, and the lowest type of foreign labor. It is the 
custom of the farmer in our valleys to range his cattle and horses 
on the adjacent mountain side while raising and harvesting his 
hay, and then to drive them within his inclosure, fatten them 
upon the grass and the hay, and drive them to market. Since the 
sheep industry has monopolized the range of the State of Nevada 
the farmer finds it difficult to pursue this system of raising cattle 
and horses. Down each side of the valleys, along the mountain 
ranges adjacent to these farms, come thousands upon thousands 
of sheep, driven by Basque sheep herders and collie dogs, uproot-
ing the vegetation, breaking down fences, destroying roads, oblit-
erating ranges, defiling the watercourses, and driving the cattle 
and horses of the farmer off of their natural ranges.48 

While demeaning the sheep industry, Pittman stood up for home-
steading and the cattle industry, saying that there was “ample room to 
increase the number of farms and to increase the number of the farmers’ 
cattle and horses if the sheep are not permitted to monopolize the public 
domain, the springs, the wells, and the watercourses of the State.”49

At the end of his speech, Pittman said that “practically all of our sheep 
herders and nearly all of the laborers engaged in the sheep industry are 
Basque herders . . . who speak very little of the English language and 
rarely ever declare their intention to become citizens of the United States.” 
In strong sympathy with a pro-labor progressive ideology in Nevada, 
Pittman contrasted itinerant sheep laborers with the stalwart unionized 
immigrants who worked in the hard-rock mining industry of his state: 

As to the employment of foreigners in other branches of labor 
in my State I wish to say that the other foreigners who are en-
gaged in labor in the State are engaged principally in mining; 
not coal mining, for we have none, but hard-rock mining. There 
are no higher class laborers than miners. All of them are union 
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miners. All of them stand for union wages. They are all capable, 
intelligent workers, and every one of them declares his intention 
to become a citizen of the United States just the minute the op-
portunity is offered to him. There is no comparison whatever be-
tween the ordinary foreigner and the Basque sheep herder from 
the Pyrenees Mountains.50

On October 3, 1913, Congress finally passed the Underwood Tariff 
Act which placed raw wool on the free list. Western woolgrowers 
were angered with the passage. They were particularly furious with 
Key Pittman’s declarations about the sheep industry of Nevada. In its 
November issue, the editorial of the National Wool Grower (the organ of 
the National Wool Growers Association [NWGA]) refuted each of Key 
Pittman’s charges against the sheep industry of Nevada. The National 
Wool Growers Association found Pittman offensive and contended 
that everything he had said about the sheep business in Nevada rested 
on vague generalizations. The National Wool Grower complained that 
Pittman was making false accusations against Nevada’s sheep economy, 
claiming that this industry represented more than 25 percent of the total 
value of the entire livestock economy of the state. Also, the editorial of 
the National Wool Grower contended that 1,154,000 sheep were owned 
by ranchers from Nevada. The editor said that Pittman’s accusations of 
the Basques were “untrue,” arguing that: 

Less than one-half of the labor in the sheep industry of Nevada 
are Basques. But suppose there are some Basques in Nevada who 
happen to be in the sheep business. Does it necessarily follow in 
the senator’s opinion that because a man is foreign born he is 
necessarily an undesirable citizen? The census shows that 25 per 
cent of Nevada’s entire population is foreign born. We happen to 
know, however, many Basques in the sheep business who are hon-
orable citizens and several Basques in Nevada have contributed 
more to the upbuilding of that State than Senator Pittman ever 
did or would if he lived there one hundred years.51 

Moreover, the editorial of the National Wool Grower said that Pittman’s 
statements on the wages were baseless and “downright falsehood.” The 
National Wool Grower reprinted some statistics of the Tariff Board in order 
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to contradict Pittman’s statement on low wages, revealing that the pay of 
the sheepherders was about $60 (table 4.1).52 In addition, the National Wool 
Grower said that Pittman’s “talk about sheep herders being slaves is unwor-
thy of the consideration of intelligent citizens.” Further, the NWGA con-
sidered Pittman an outsider or carpetbag senator who was not interested in 
the prosperity of Nevada. It noted that Pittman had investments himself in 
Alaska, where indeed he had moved from, and that he was doing much more 
for the far northern arctic state than he was doing for Nevada.53 

Understandably, Pittman’s statement was not well received by the 
Basque community. In October 1914, with the Great War as a backdrop, the 
Reno Evening Gazette published a letter by a writer who identified himself 
as a Basque sheepherder and who argued strongly against Pittman’s posi-
tion. “Nine-tenths of them [Basques] own their land and their homes, de-
pendence being considered the lowest condition of social life, and none being 
ever excused from work, that has a mind to think and a hand to wield . . .”54

Similar expressions of indignation against the attacks on the Basque 
community and the detrimental effects of the low tariff bills on wool 
appeared in other western states. From Boise, on October 27, 1916, Sol 
Silen, one of the most influential spokesman for the Basque immigrant 
community, wrote a letter to the editor of the Reno Evening Gazette, 
in which he bitterly expressed his displeasure about Pittman’s attacks 
on the Basque immigrant community. Silen complimented Basque im-
migrants: “Wherever the Basques choose to establish their home, that 
community is the better. They are an intelligent, energetic and progres-
sive people: they hold valuable landed estates, erect substantial business 
structures and homes that are a credit to their respective communities.” 
Silen’s argument praised the Basque “race,” its achievements, and his-
torical heritage in America.55

Table 4.1. Wages of sheep labor

Class of labor Pay in dollars per month

Superintendent 111.5

Camp tender 64.93

Herder 59.42

Extra labor 63.02

Source: National Wool Grower 3, no. 11 (November 1913): 23.
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Advocating for the Enlargement of National Forest Lands in Nevada

Pittman blamed Basque sheepherders, whom he sometimes called “tramp 
herders,” for creating problems on the public grazing lands of Nevada. 
While the U.S. Forest Service had taken control of some parts of the graz-
ing situation on the public lands, especially in the high-mountain mead-
ows, a vast open range still remained outside Forest Service management. 
Range conflicts persisted on these lands. After his election to the senate 
seat in 1913, cattle ranchers appealed to Pittman to find ways to curtail 
itinerant sheep operations. Pittman, as a Democrat who supported placing 
wool on the free list, and as a supporter of the Forest Service, advocated 
the extension of its regulations over larger parts of the public domain to 
exclude an increasing number of newcomers with their herds coming onto 
public grazing lands. Pittman not only defended the limited number of na-
tional forests in Nevada, but wished to expand them so that they might 
regulate and exclude sheep from larger parts of the public domain.56

With the establishment of the Forest Service in Nevada as discussed in 
the previous chapter, studies had been begun on forage resources in rela-
tion to livestock grazing in order to determine an optimum economic use 
of the ranges. The Forest Service evaluated and made decisions on range 
management based on the “carrying capacity” of the ranges as determined 
by the availability and conditions of range forage. The Forest Service’s im-
plementation of grazing fees associated with the issuing of permits on the 
number of stock grazed generally favored cattle permits, but sheep opera-
tions were not excluded, although there were complaints to the contrary. 
During and after World War I, state and national representatives became 
increasingly irritated and frustrated about the uses of the still-open range-
lands. The Stock Raising Homestead Act of 1916 tried to promote home-
steading on the lands with parcels of 640 acres, but only resulted in further 
monopolization of the lands by large outfits. The amount of land was still 
too small for successful small homestead ranching.

In the late 1910s, especially after the United States had entered World 
War I in April 1917, the state of Nevada witnessed a remarkable expan-
sion of the livestock industry, largely based on the wartime demand for 
wool, mutton, and beef. High prices for livestock meant prosperity. The 
Forest Service, for its part, accommodated its regulatory policy to the 
wartime economic demands and relaxed its protective limits on num-
bers of stock. High stock prices and almost open admission to national 
forest range resources quieted range conflicts at least for a while in rural 
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Nevada. During that period, however, an increasing number of newcom-
ers arrived with new sheep bands to share the resources. At the same 
time, established ranchers, be they sheep people or cattle people, raised 
concerns about noncitizen immigrants possessing grazing permits in the 
national forests.57

After the end of the war, there followed a severe depression in the 
livestock industry and prices and production dramatically declined. 
Consequently, many ranchers were forced into bankruptcy. From 1919 
to 1922, the postwar crisis was followed by a slow recovery because of 
a credit crunch which had a negative effect on capital investment in the 
livestock industry, characterized by a reduction of competition and in-
crease in risk. 

During this time, disorder in the sheep industry persisted. In 1923, 
the Nevada Legislature passed a livestock branding act through a system 
of registration of stock brands under the supervision of the stock inspec-
tor. Although the new state branding law served to discourage sheep itin-
erancy, conflict continued in the public grazing lands beyond the Forest 
Service’s national forests in Nevada. In Grass Valley of central Nevada, 
on July 9, 1924, Thomas E. Brackney, a prominent rancher of Austin, 
killed a Basque sheepherder employed by the Sabal Estate and Sheep 
Company for allegedly trampling his ranch property with his flock.58 

In the early 1920s, responding to his cattle-grazing constituency, 
Pittman moved to exclude immigrant sheep operators from using the 
public grazing lands. Some of his constituents had written Pittman about 
expanding Forest Service regulations to the public-domain grazing lands 
outside the national forests in order to discourage “tramp” sheepherd-
ing. In February 1924, Pittman wrote Chief Forester William B. Greeley, 
advocating for the enlargement of the national forest lands in Nevada in 
an attempt to have the Forest Service extend its grazing regulations over 
the public-domain range with the intent of further restricting itinerant 
sheepherding. The Forest Service, however, denied Pittman’s request to 
expand national forest jurisdiction in Nevada on the grounds that “the 
timber within the proposed reserve was not sufficient to warrant conser-
vation, and that such timber did not serve sufficiently to protect a water-
shed of useable flowing surface water.”59

Pittman attempted to persuade Greeley to find a legally acceptable 
way to enlarge the national forest lands in the state of Nevada. Pittman 
justified the need to expand the existing regulatory system on economic 
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efficiency grounds: “The use of forest reserves in Nevada for range con-
trol has proven of great benefit to the stock growing industry. Range 
control is essential in Nevada if the range is to be preserved. There is not 
range control legislation for the unreserved public domain and therefore 
it becomes important for stock growers to utilize wherever it is benefi-
cial, range control through forest reservations.”60

Despite Pittman’s perseverance, the Forest Service eventually denied 
the petition of the senator from Nevada, suggesting that Nevada’s lands 
were unworthy for further protection. However, the Forest Service em-
pathized with Nevada’s stock owners’ struggles: “During the past ten 
years, however, transient sheep owners, excluded from other ranges by 
private acquisition, or otherwise, have come into this region in increas-
ing numbers and have not only deprived the local stock growers of the 
forage resources upon which they are dependent but, through excessive 
grazing and improper use of the range, have largely destroyed the graz-
ing value of the lands.”61

Although the conservation movement and private companies shared 
a perspective on safeguarding and preserving economic stability, this 
time the Forest Service considered unjustifiable the expansion of its 
lands —  or, more to the point, it did not believe it had the lawful author-
ity to do so. Declaring it beyond their powers, the Forest Service and the 
secretary of agriculture judged necessary that Congress should enact 
legislation for constructively managing the use of the public-domain 
lands for grazing purposes.62

Nevada cattle owners, nevertheless, became increasingly frustrated 
over government inaction concerning the management of the public-
domain lands in Nevada. In April 1924, the secretary-treasurer of the 
Quinn Canyon Livestock Association wrote to Pittman complaining 
about the overgrazing and destruction caused by the sheepherders in 
the public grazing lands beyond the national forests. He wanted some 
form of government control or regulation to stop the so-called tramp or 
transient sheep graziers because, in his own words, they had “absolutely 
no regard for the welfare of our ranges, his only interest being to avail 
himself of the maximum results and benefits of our ranges so long as 
they last.” Much to the disappointment of cattle ranchers, Pittman could 
not obtain legislation to permit the expansion of national forests, and the 
Forest Service and the Department of Agriculture declined to cooperate 
with him in the effort.63 
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Post-World War I Immigration Restrictions and  
Labor Shortage in the Sheep Industry

In the decade following World War I, Congress reacted to the strong 
nativist attitudes that had gained momentum in the United States. 
Between 1917 and 1924, Congress adopted measures to restrict 
immigration from Europe, disrupting Basque immigration to the 
United States. In February 1917, before the United States entered 
World War I, Congress passed an immigration act that established 
more rigid criteria for admission and strengthened mechanisms for 
excluding some nationalities. The 1917 Act implemented the follow-
ing provisions: it established a literacy requirement, authorized de-
portation, enlarged the list of deportable aliens, and increased the 
categories of Asian exclusion. Although this act did not hinder sig-
nificantly the increasing recruitment of the Basque immigrant labor, 
it made it more difficult for those Basques already in the country to 
obtain naturalization.64

The 1917 immigration act did provide a legal avenue to permit the 
entrance of immigrant labor. It kept the doors open to “skilled” workers, 
among others, “if labor of like kind unemployed can not be found in this 
country.” The act mandated the secretary of labor to determine “the ne-
cessity of importing such skilled labor in any particular instance.” In the 
near future, when a Basque labor shortage became increasingly acute 
(particularly in the late 1930s as a consequence of the increasing im-
migration restrictions from the Immigration Act of 1924), this provi-
sion would serve as a legal mechanism to allow the recruitment of more 
Basque immigrants, causing those in support of Basque immigration to 
seek to demonstrate that Basques were the only “skilled” workers for 
the open-range sheep industry of the West.65 

Although the labor shortage would worsen in the coming decades, 
in the war context of 1917, a sheepherder immigrant labor shortage 
was already becoming apparent. From Fallon, Nevada, on September 
28, William A. Keddie, a prominent Nevada rancher who at that time 
ran the Williams family outfit, wrote Pittman indicating that there 
was a critical labor shortage in Nevada’s sheep industry: “This year 
we have experienced considerable difficulty in securing sheep-herd-
ers and the men for ranch work. This shortage of help has without a 
doubt lessened the amount of our products.” Keddie noted that this 
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labor shortage partly was because of some “BASQUE [sic] herders we 
now have and who are becoming entirely too independent to be useful, 
to say nothing about the growing scarcity of getting them at all.” As 
Basques quit sheepherding jobs and found other better paid employ-
ment and became U.S. citizens, Fallon-area ranchers looked for other 
immigrant groups to recruit dependable labor, particularly Romanian 
and Armenian immigrant workers. Keddie asked Pittman to find ways 
in Congress to open the doors for these immigrants, “securing 50 to 
200 of these folks, preferably those from a sheep raising country of 
theirs.” Keddie further noted: “Our idea was to get a number of these 
people, those without families preferred, use them on our ranches until 
we had accustomed them to our ways etc. and then break them in for 
work on the ranch and with the sheep.”66

Keddie’s statement exemplifies a determination on the part of 
ranchers to obtain immigrant sheepherders (young and single from 
Europe) and make them permanent sheepherders. Pittman also took 
up the matter with the Department of Labor and the Immigration and 
Naturalization Service with apparently no qualms about inviting for-
eign European labor to Nevada, despite his attacks against Basque im-
migrants. His response was in harmony with the views of ranchers that 
European labor was preferable to the closer-at-hand Mexican labor for 
these tasks. Despite his advocacy for cattle interests, he was evidently 
still responsive to the needs of his constituency. It was an immigrant 
labor lobbying effort that Senator Patrick McCarran would also take up 
decades later in his campaign to import Basque labor during the labor 
shortage in World War II and after.67

On October 20, Pittman sent a letter to Anthony Caminetti, com-
missioner general of Immigration, asking that restrictions on immi-
gration be lifted to allow the recruitment of Romanian and Armenian 
immigrants.68 Later, the office of the Department of Labor informed 
Pittman that immigrant labor from those eastern European countries 
could be recruited under the clause of the “skilled” laborers in the 
1917 Immigration Act. But World War I concluded in the following 
year, November 1918, without any efforts to recruit sheepherders from 
Romania and Armenia.69 In the meantime, an increasing number of 
Basque youths wanted to immigrate to the West and earn money in 
America, following in the steps of their older brothers and uncles who 
had immigrated earlier. At that time, according to the office of the 
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commissioner of Labor of Nevada, the average pay for a sheepherder 
per day was $1.95.70

Nevertheless, despite the requests for European labor in the 
sheepherding industry, Congress increasingly entertained proposals 
for additional restrictions on European immigration after World War 
I. It further tightened immigration rules in 1921 with the Emergency 
Quota Act that introduced a system of national quotas limiting 
annual immigration up to 3 percent of the number of each nation-
ality’s inhabitants existing in the United States based on the 1910 
census. Because some Basques were in Spain and some in France, 
their respective populations were included in the quotas for those 
two countries. Between 1921 and 1924, the total number of immi-
grants permitted to enter annually under the quota remained the 
same for both Spain and France: the quota for Spain was set at 912 
and for France at 5,729 immigrants.71  

In May 1924, Congress passed a new immigration act, the Johnson-
Reed Act, which further reduced the quota numbers allowing entrance 
of newcomers. Compared with the previous 1921 legislation, the 1924 
Immigration Act was more stringent. The new immigration act reduced 
the quota number to 2 percent based on the 1890 census instead of the 
1910 census, which reduced the numbers from eastern and southern 
European countries. In comparison with the French numbers, again, the 
immigration quota from Spain was sharply limited because there were 
fewer Spanish immigrants in the United States. The annual quota for 
Spain was set at 131 and for France at 3,954.72 From 1924 until the pas-
sage of the 1965 immigration act, Basques generally had to find their 
places within these quota numbers.

By looking at the list of quota numbers set for European countries, 
it is clear how the act of 1924 favored the immigration from northern 

Table 4.2. Average daily wage and hours of stock-raising labor in Nevada

Occupation
Number of  
employees

Average wages  
per day

Average hours 
per day

Average pay  
for Nov. 1917

Cowboys 205 $1.76 9.6 $46.20

Camp tenders 129 $2.11 10.2 $63.29

Foremen 168 $2.61 9.9 $78.55

Sheepherders 774 $1.95 10.5 $56.73

Source: Second Biennial Report of the Commissioner of Labor of the State of Nevada, 1917–1918 
(Carson City: State Printing Office, 1919), 42.
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Europe and largely discriminated against the immigration from south-
ern and eastern Europe. In the case of the Basque Country, the quota 
number for France was higher than that applied to Spain. The provi-
sions systematically reduced the opportunities for those Basques will-
ing to immigrate from the provinces of Biscay, Guipúzcoa, Álava, and 
Navarre in Spain. In his book Following the Grass, American novel-
ist Harry Sinclair Drago dealt with Basque sheepherders in northern 
Nevada and referred to the Pyrenees in their home country as “the great 
Basque barrier” protecting them from the outside world.73 Of course, on 
one side of the Pyrenees were the Spanish-speaking Basques and on the 
other side French speakers. For its part, the American immigration quota 
law created another “Basque barrier”—limiting Spanish Basque immi-
gration more severely than that from the French side of the Pyrenees.

The immigration act of 1924, historian Mae M. Ngai has argued, 
“differentiated Europeans according to nationality and ranked them in 
a hierarchy of desirability.” The 1924 act set forth a new American im-
migrant labor structure in terms of whiteness during the mid-twentieth 
century. Congress invented the national origins quota system, in Mae 
Ngai’s words, “that paradoxically upheld both the inviolate nature of 
racial bloodlines and the amalgamation of the descendents of European 
nationalities into a single white American race.” And if the American 
whiteness construction was reinforced after the passage of this law, 
Ngai says, so was the idea of the “backwardness and unassimiability of 
the nonwhite races.”74 Between 1924 and 1965, as historian Matthew F. 
Jacobson has argued, white immigrants were blended together to form 
an amorphous group called Caucasians.75

At that time, like many other immigrants who left Europe in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, some authors classi-
fied Basques as Caucasian, despite the many “mysteries” surrounding 

Table 4.3. Annual quota numbers, 1921–1924

Country

Fiscal year  
1921–1922

Fiscal year  
1922–1923

Fiscal year  
1923–1924

Quota
Number 

admitted Quota
Number 

admitted Quota
Number 

admitted

Spain 912 888 912 912 912 912

France 5,729 4,343 5,729 5,034 5,729 5,729

Source: Twelfth Annual Report of the Secretary of Labor. For the Fiscal Year Ended June 1924,  
(Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1924), 50.
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them.76 In the early 1920s, “Basque” meant sometimes both “white” and 
“Caucasian” race in the American society.77 On February 4, 1928, signif-
icantly, The New York Times included Basques in the list of “Caucasians 
and admitted as such with other aliens defined in the law as ‘white.’” 
Whiteness enabled Basques to be seen as an increasingly exceptional 
“industrious” labor. As soon as Basque immigrants were labeled as 
Caucasians, their desirability in the host society increased. In this sense, 
American newspapers continued stating that Basques were a distinct and 
pure race in Europe, and further, a “Caucasian race.”78

From the 1920s onward, although Basque immigrants were increas-
ingly integrated into the local societies in the American West as white and 
assimilable subjects, they continued to suffer from sporadic racist assaults. 
When second-generation Basque Americans began attending school, they 
oftentimes encountered discrimination from English-speaking students. 
Juanita Olechea, a second-generation Basque-American woman, remem-
bered being occasionally called “black Bascos” and “black Spaniards” at 
the junior high school of Gooding (Idaho) in the early 1930s.79 There were 
undoubtedly many others who had similar experiences, such as Juanita 
Yribar or Reme Yturri in Idaho.80 Also, racial discrimination intersected 
with religious discrimination, largely in the predominantly Protestant 
towns. Lucy Astorquia Osborne remembered being called “Black Basco” 
by the larger Methodist local community in Gooding, where it was not 
very popular to be Basque at the time.81 Furthermore, social and economic 
success of some Basque families led to envy and this envy was oftentimes 
expressed in traditional negative attitudes, stereotypes, and insults. Some 
years later, for example, Mari Artecheverria Gabicagogeascoa remembered 
how some local people in Nampa (Idaho) called them and other Basques 
“Black Bascos” because they were jealous of some of the Basques’ success 
and accomplishments.82 

In the late 1920s, at the same time as Basques were integrating into 
the white mainstream, new Basque immigrants encountered increasing 
difficulties entering the United States. However, the decline in Basque 
immigration actually helped accelerate the integration process of the 
Basque-American community in the West as ranchers began to face dif-
ficulties employing Basque herders. Ranchers became convinced that 
Basque immigrants were better workers than others. Because of a grow-
ing scarcity of labor, Mexicans began to replace Basques as sheepherd-
ers. As I discuss later in chapter 6, the subsequent racialized othering 
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of Mexicans in turn reinforced the notion that Basques represented an 
exceptional and anomalous racial stock in the scale of being “white,” 
making them even more desirable. In the eyes of many western sheep 
owners, the Basque were a cohesive, cheap, and nonunionized labor im-
migrant group. This last factor would be particularly important during 
the thirties when workers’ unions were losing strength in the United 
States.83 Eventually, their reputation as diligent and loyal workers would 
make them preferable to other labor sources in the sheep industry of the 
American West.84

The Taylor Grazing Act and Ongoing Range Competition

As the interwar period progressed, tensions and conflicts in the public 
grazing lands of Nevada and other western states persisted, ultimately 
stirring congressional attention.85 In June 1934, Congress passed the 
Taylor Grazing Act. The act was a significant step by the federal gov-
ernment toward the regulation of the remaining unclaimed western 
public domain lands. As implemented, it sought to organize grazing dis-
tricts with decentralized administration by delegating powers of decision 
making about range matters to the local established graziers. Longtime 
sheep-grazing migration patterns overlapped state boundaries, but the 
new grazing districts partitioned these transhumance routes disregard-
ing traditional patterns of migration and use. The new Taylor Grazing Act, 
although implementing local control, oftentimes disturbed customary pat-
terns of sheep grazing. The new administrative system demanded much 
negotiation and explanations with ranchers.86 The Taylor Act was the New 
Deal’s response to the multiple complaints of the ranching community 
from Nevada and the entire West about the chaotic grazing conditions 
on the public domain exacerbated in Nevada by “tramp” sheepherders, 
largely associated with Basque immigrants. Of course, contrary to the 
popular conception, many Basques already owned lands and home prop-
erties, which was the requirement for holding grazing permits in national 
forests as would be the requirement in the new grazing districts.87 

During the first half of the 1930s, the new federal grazing regime 
placed further burdens on the sheep industry by subjecting it to control 
by the new grazing boards in the districts oftentimes whose membership 
represented cattle interests. Furthermore, climate conditions brought 
drought, increasing costs for the purchase of feed to sustain flocks. This 
occurred during the economic downturn of the Great Depression that 
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put additional strain on the sheep industry of Nevada. As weather con-
ditions improved along with the economy, the sheep industry seemed 
to survive, but it was becoming clear as this decade progressed that the 
free and open range would be increasingly restricted with the threat of 
grazing fees.88 Moreover, available immigrant labor, especially from the 
Basque Country, was nowhere at hand.

The outbreak of the Spanish Civil War (1936–1939) made things 
much more difficult for those ranchers desiring to recruit Basques. In the 
summer of 1937, the Fascist forces had conquered the Basque Country, 
pushing many Basques into exile. In many parts of the world, the Basque 
diaspora played an important role in helping their fellow countrymen 
to relocate to the host countries. For example, Basque immigrant com-
munities were institutionally consolidated as never before all over Latin 
America.89 In 1939, the hunger and political oppression that followed 
Franco’s victory in the Spanish Civil War over the Republican forces 
led many Basques and others to flee Spain. Many resettled as refugees 
in countries open to their emigration. After France, Mexico became the 
second major country of destination for the Spanish refugees. It is es-
timated that around 20,000 Spanish exiles entered Mexico during the 
1940s. Of the total number, more than 1,500 Basques from the provinces 
of Biscay, Guipúzcoa, Álava, and Navarre fled to Mexico. During and 
after the civil war, however, any Basque willing to escape to the United 
States with the pretext of working in sheep grazing or eager to work for 
any wage was subjected to the Spanish quotas still remaining in force.90

The United States, for its part, did not open its doors to Spanish ref-
ugees. President Franklin D. Roosevelt early expressed sympathy for the 
cause of the Spanish Second Republic. By the time of the civil war in 1936, 
nonetheless, the United States adopted a neutral position on the Spanish 
conflict in accordance with the Neutrality Acts of 1935 and 1936. In April 
1937, while Germans and Italians helped to advance Franco’s army, the 
United States reaffirmed its neutral stance after Congress by joint reso-
lution adopted a stronger neutrality legislation declaring an embargo on 
arms sales to Spain. During the Spanish Civil War, FDR’s friendly pos-
ture toward the Republican government confronted strong opposition 
from more conservative American elements and particularly the impla-
cable hostility of many influential Catholics, who mobilized against the 
Spanish Republican government because of its anticlericalism. In 1937, 
significantly enough, American Catholic influence prevented a group of 
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Basque refugee children from entering the United States. During the last 
stage of the civil war, Roosevelt tried to send humanitarian aid to Spain 
with little success.91

By the late 1930s, the increasing regulation of the public grazing 
lands, the shortage of agricultural labor, and generally increasing pro-
duction costs placed the sheep industry in a difficult situation as it faced 
the future. Many western woolgrowers blamed their deteriorating eco-
nomic situation exclusively on federal regulation of rangelands. On this 
score, Senator Patrick McCarran, the second senator from Nevada along-
side Pittman who had been elected in 1932 and who was a sporadic if not 
constant critic of the New Deal, was only too happy to come to the de-
fense of Nevada’s grazing community against federal grazing regulatory 
agencies. In the summer of 1938, McCarran protested vehemently about 
the negotiations of a trade agreement between the United States and 
Great Britain to remove the ad valorem duty on British import goods, 
which included removal of the wool tariff. Although McCarran’s com-
plaints fell on deaf ears, his efforts on several fronts at this time can be 
considered as a prelude to his subsequent fights in the years ahead on 
behalf of the sheep ranching community in Nevada extending into the 
postwar period, especially his attention to the Basque labor question.92

Summary 

In the early decades of the twentieth century, the Basques gained a rep-
utation as a desirable immigrant community. The Great Basin provided 
the geographical space where Basque immigrants progressively adjusted 
themselves in their own ways by both maintaining their culture and ac-
commodating themselves to the larger society. Despite Basque reten-
tion of a distinct identity and culture, they became part of the dominant 
and more complex American society. By the 1910s, a Basque community 
was consolidated in Nevada. Their affiliation with the Catholic Church 
and the many traditional landmark Basque hotels in Nevada strength-
ened ties and relations outside their community’s borders. More im-
portantly, many early Basque immigrants had purchased land, acquired 
water rights, and established prominent sheep outfits in Nevada. All 
these factors indicated that a great percentage of the Basque immigrant 
community had come to stay.

Restrictive immigration legislation that occurred during and follow-
ing World War I severely curtailed Basque immigration to the United 
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States. The Immigration Act of 1917 worked against subversive aliens 
and Asian immigration, affecting Basque immigration only slightly. It 
did place an emphasis upon “skilled” workers, if the necessity of employ-
ing foreign labor could be demonstrated because of the scarcity of such 
labor in the country. However, the subsequent quota acts of 1921 and es-
pecially 1924 severely affected Basque immigration, primarily because 
of the quota applied to all of Spain. The full effects of the 1924 immi-
gration law were not felt until a decade later, when in the late 1930s an 
important Basque labor shortage was apparent in the open-range sheep 
industry in Nevada and the entire West. During these interwar years, 
Basque immigrants became racially accepted laborers, if not prized la-
borers, resulting from their so-called racial characteristics and, of course, 
their whiteness.

In the late 1930s, among other issues, the recruitment of Basque 
sheepherders became a pressing issue among western woolgrowers. 
The restrictive quota numbers applied to Spain reduced the opportu-
nities for Basque job seekers in the western sheep industry. During the 
Spanish Civil War, in addition, many Basques were exiled from their 
homeland because of political oppression. Although many were willing 
to immigrate to the United States, U.S. immigration restrictions barred 
the Basque exiles. Now sheep ranchers foresaw a chronic labor short-
age in the sheep industry that moved them to petition Congress in the 
coming years to permit additional Basque immigration. To obtain spe-
cial legislation, they touted Basques as “skilled” workers and emphasized 
their alleged racial and cultural talents for sheep grazing as justification 
to grant them permanent “skilled” labor immigrant permits. The next 
chapter examines these issues in depth, specifically the Basque immi-
grant labor shortage in the western sheep industry during World War II 
and the important role that Senator Patrick McCarran played defending 
vigorously the recruitment of Basque immigrants despite the legal and 
international impediments. 
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“Grasping at a Straw”

The Basque Labor Shortage in the Nevada and  
Western Sheep Industry during the Second World War

On June 5, 1940, the Idaho Wool Growers’ Association, addressing the 
problems confronting western sheep operators, published in its bul-
letin an article by Bill Johnston, a student at the University of Idaho, 
entitled: “In Defense of Sheepherders.” It noted that in Idaho, as else-
where in the West, considered the “grazing ground of some of the na-
tion’s finest herds of sheep, the phrase, ‘crazy as a sheepherder,’ is part of 
the language.” Johnston noted that sheepherders were socially discred-
ited workingmen and were seen as an underclass in agricultural labor. 
According to him, the labor of sheepherding was something “unusual,” 
but not “insane.” Mockers ridiculed the herders as crazy men, Johnston 
explained, because they spent most of the year “roaming through huge 
mountain ranges at the rear end of a band of squalling sheep.” Replying 
to those scoffers who laughed at sheepherders’ work, Johnston raised 
the following question: “But is a scholar crazy, too, because he for-
sakes humanity to delve into books? If anything, the sheepherder has 
the advantage. He doesn’t go blind so quickly.” Johnston continued: 

If you say the sheepherder is a coward and runs away from life, you 
have never seen the angry lightning slashing down on barren ridges 
where an insignificant man stands alone with his scared, bewildered 
sheep. You have never seen the mass and power of a hungry grizzly. 
Perhaps, he is a moral coward, but who of us is not? Who dares to 
look at life carefully and steadily and never run away? Are you even 
sure the sheepman misses life because he shuns humanity? How 
long has it been, you busy hustlers, since you have seen a cloud?1
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Johnston argued that the sheepherder’s dirty, tedious, and lonely life 
was one of ambition and achievement. He concluded by saying: “Scorn 
not, then, ‘the crazy sheepherder.’ Perhaps he has a wisdom better than 
our own.” Among the woolgrowers this view might have been readily 
accepted because their business profits depended on the sheepherders. 
Nevertheless, in 1940 when Johnston’s article was published, these posi-
tive words would go largely unnoticed by the public and a generally neg-
ative view of sheepherders prevailed. But attitudes toward sheepherders 
would evolve during World War II when a serious labor shortage began 
to affect the industry.2

As the United States became more involved in the war, demand dra-
matically increased for agricultural products. Nevada’s sheep industry 
was no exception. Consequently, sheep ranchers needed more sheep-
herders and demanded from their representatives in Congress that legal 
restrictions on Basque immigrants be lifted. According to them, the de-
pletion of Basque labor to work on the ranges threatened to obstruct 
sheep production. They organized themselves to find solutions. In this 
fight for Basque sheepherders, Nevada’s U.S. senator Patrick McCarran 
was instrumental in helping woolgrowers to “import” a Basque immi-
grant labor supply.3 Although it was not the only issue facing the sheep 
industry in the West, it drew great attention.

Pat McCarran gave a high priority to the sheepherder question 
among other issues affecting the sheep industry of Nevada and the West. 
McCarran focused his attention on numerous issues surrounding the 
recruitment of Basques, putting in place the necessary machinery in 
order to allow an increasing Basque immigration in the United States. 
However, the 1920s’ restrictive measures and the serious international 
crisis of the Second World War made difficult any effort to open the 
doors for more Basque immigrants. The present chapter analyzes how a 
group of sheep ranchers from western Nevada united to respond to the 
shortage of Basque labor. Between the spring season of 1942 and January 
1943, under the patronage of Senator McCarran, these Nevada wool-
growers organized themselves to push government officials to allow the 
recruitment of further Basque immigrant workers. 

The extensive correspondence among important industry figures and 
the broader political advocacy that occurred during this time also fur-
ther underlined how forcefully the industry had begun to insist on the 
notion of Basque immigrants being bestowed by certain ethnic and 
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racial attributes, particularly in comparison with other ethnic or na-
tional groups. This time, however, it was not in order to discriminate 
against Basque immigrants as the cattle ranchers had earlier attempted, 
but instead to claim that the Basques were bestowed with unique traits 
needed for the maintenance of the entire sheepherding industry.

Pat McCarran, John Dangberg,  
and Basque Labor in the Sheep Industry

To develop an understanding of how Pat McCarran and local ranchers 
worked together on the issue of the Basque labor during World War II, 
it’s necessary to take into account the so-called “McCarran Machine” 
in Nevada politics and the overall picture of the sheep industry in the 
Great Basin and the West. At the time of his 1938 bid for reelection 
to the Senate, Pat McCarran was a popular Nevada politician. He was 
praised from many sectors, particularly from rural areas of Nevada, 
as the man who had defended the interests of the common people. 
On August 23, 1938, the Nevada edition of Labor gave prominence to 
McCarran’s role in the development of Nevada and called for his re-
election to the Senate. The Labor declared that, “interests’ fear him 
[McCarran], because he’s always on [the] people’s side.” Eventually, 
McCarran won reelection and increasingly gained notoriety within 
the Democratic Party. In 1940, after the death of Senator Key Pittman, 
McCarran became the senior senator from Nevada, thus beginning the 
McCarran era in Nevada politics.4

In the absence of Pittman, McCarran had the political power in the 
Senate to bring the Nevada Democratic Party under his influence. He 
formed the McCarran machine to dominate state politics. The “lone 
wolf,” as historian Alfred Steinberg called him, created a network be-
tween Nevada and Washington, D.C., based upon a patronage system of 
personal favors and rewards for his Nevada friends. The national press 
frequently criticized Pat McCarran’s political methods.5 McCarran was 
deeply committed to the primary sectors of Nevada’s economy. The sen-
ator focused a great deal of his energy in the upper house on promot-
ing the two major industries of Nevada throughout the first half of the 
twentieth century: mining and stock agriculture. He strongly believed 
that the progress of the state’s economy depended upon the health of 
these sectors. In addition, western stockmen were a considerable lobby 
and they influenced McCarran in determining policy.6
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McCarran aligned himself squarely with the livestock industry. This 
tenacious and ambitious politician, influenced perhaps by his rural or-
igins in Nevada, challenged any legislation that threatened directly his 
cattlemen and sheepmen constituency. McCarran was primarily inter-
ested in reducing the more active federal presence in land management. 
After the passage of the 1934 Taylor Grazing Act, the burden of federal 
fees (especially after 1936 when the first grazing fee was imposed) and 
other regulatory measures over the public domain raised and aggravated 
the unrest among stock operators. Responding to his constituency, the 
Nevada senator used his position as a member of the Senate Committee 
on Public Lands and Surveys to oppose the expansion of federal bu-
reaucracy. McCarran, however, defended a new grazing system to deter-
mine priority rights for adjudication of public domain to private users. 
McCarran introduced Resolution 241 which gave the power to conduct 
hearings about the federal lands administration. Eventually, the Senate 
approved it in May 1940 and the Senate Committee on Public Lands and 
Surveys conducted hearings and even challenged the constitutionality 
of the Taylor Grazing Act.7

Similar to the situation during World War I, the U.S. involvement in 
World War II set the pattern of the economy of the American West. In 
general terms, the war became a catalyst for western economic develop-
ment. In the wartime bonanza, industrial metal mining grew intensively, 
such as the extraction of copper, tungsten, zinc, and lead. Although it 
grew less than the mining industry, the state’s agricultural income in-
creased, too. During the war, the international economy further con-
tributed to increased expectations among western woolgrowers and 
served to mobilize them in common causes.8 In 1942, as an illustrative 
example, an advertisement for Purina Mills (the animal food company) 
made direct reference to the war effort and displayed a strong patriotic 
message to market its product of supplemental sheep fodder: “You Do 
the Fighting and We’ll Produce the Lambs and the Wool.”9

Despite the expansion of the Nevada economy during the war, and 
contrary to sheepmen’s expectations, the early wartime economy proved 
frustrating for the sheep industry. The high demand for meat produced 
a moderate increase in the western livestock production, but the results 
were not satisfactory for stock operators. Unlike in the days of World 
War I, this time sheepmen found more obstacles to produce wool and 
mutton at a low price. By the mid-twentieth century, changes in land 
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administration, shifts in agriculture economics affecting the demand for 
sheep, and the changing global market and food consumption patterns 
had all affected the sheep industry.10 By the late 1930s, governmen-
tal regulation in public lands had notably altered the traditional sheep 
breeding and management. The Forest Service’s wartime policies —  in 
contrast to the previous experience of World War I —  were more restric-
tive, and despite the high demand for the use of the range, the Forest Service 
continued to protect range resources. In the interwar period, more-
over, improvements in industrial food refrigeration caused dimin-
ished consumption of lamb meat and led to a more diversified diet. In 
the late nineteenth century, because of their small size and the lack of 
refrigeration apparatus, sheep was a marketable and easily consum-
able meat. Nevertheless, the food preservation techniques improved 
in the twentieth century, the market diversified, and dietary customs 
changed, lamb and mutton began to lose their place in the national 
and international economy. But in addition to these many issues 
facing the industry, the war underlined another major problem: the 
shortage of cheap and effective immigrant agricultural labor.11 

Recruiting Basque Sheepherders

The growing labor shortages, which occurred across the United States 
during the war, left the majority of sheepmen in a desperate situation, 
as they were unable to find dependable immigrant workers. In the late 
1930s, the number of sheep workers, or to be more precise, the number 
of people willing and able to do the work, had already declined. But as the 
war advanced in the 1940s, uncertainty and problems regarding sheep 
labor emerged in Nevada and other western states. Simply put, there was 
too much stock with too few herders available in the West, and the effects 
of the national immigration restrictions in the 1920s were being signifi-
cantly felt two decades later when wartime demanded more labor. 

By that time, the axiom that Basque immigrants were the most quali-
fied sheepherders had already become a cliché among western woolgrowers, 
and, to the maximum extent possible, ranchers gave priority to employ-
ing only Basques. As a result, despite the fact that the national origin-based 
quota system greatly reduced the number of poor immigrants arriving from 
Spain, sheep operators continued to recruit Basques to come to the United 
States, and some Basques would even come to the United States either ille-
gally or on tourist visas. However, this situation inevitably posed problems. 
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Among those who came to work on a temporary visa were Serafin 
Larrabaster, Francisco Munitis, and Agustin Lozano who, in the summer 
of 1943, left Franco’s Spain and immigrated to the United States. At 
that time, they would have expected to earn more than $100 a month 
working as sheepherders in the West (the average monthly wage paid 
to sheep workers was $120). Before their departure, the Yakima Sheep 
Company (one of the largest sheep operations in the Pacific Northwest) 
had already employed them without providing detailed information of 
the terms of the contract, working conditions, or immigration require-
ments. On August 17, 1943, they arrived at New Orleans onboard the 
steamship Magallanes. On their arrival, however, immigration author-
ities refused them entry to the United States because they had arrived 
on tourist visas valid for only one year, instead of the quota visa required 
from Spanish immigrants. But the three Basques did not know that the 
visa only permitted them to reside for one year, nor that after the au-
thorized period, their employer intended to keep them undocumented 
until legalizing their residence status. At that time, in the post–Spanish 
Civil War years, any Basque immigrant coming from Spain entering on 
a tourist visa was automatically considered an exile that would likely 
intend to overstay his one-year permit. In this particular case, the immi-
gration authorities permitted the three Basques to land and remain tem-
porarily (in the depot for Algiers immigrants) in the city until their legal 
situation was clarified. In order to ensure that these immigrants would 
not overstay their temporary visa, the Immigration and Naturalization 
Service requested that the Yakima Sheep Company furnish a bond as a 
guarantee of these three Basques’ passage back to Spain after their entry-
visa expired. Although Franco’s regime would initially try to block the 
emigration of these Basque workers, the workers would eventually reach 
their final destination. Later on, the Yakima Sheep Company noted how 
hard it had been to import the workers: “The Spanish government gave 
their permission to recruit these men, but it was not easy.”12 

In general, two main factors affected the Basque labor shortage: first, 
many of those Basques who had entered the United States from 1880 to 
1924 retired, went back to Europe, or died; second, many of the first gen-
eration of Basque herders had diversified their economic interests. Indeed, 
since the wartime economy had opened up many new employment oppor-
tunities, sheep grazing became a less desirable occupation for Basque im-
migrants. Some Basque immigrants went into the military or abandoned 
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sheepherding to enter jobs where they could find less tedious work, better 
conditions, and better pay. The departure of this workforce, and the impos-
sibility of employing additional Basques from the Old Country put ranch-
ers into a difficult position as they sought a new labor supply.13 

Consequently, the ranchers organized themselves into associations 
to increase their political strength and advocated for the removal of the 
restrictions on Basque immigrants. The Basque labor shortage became 
a central issue within the industry in the wartime and postwar period, 
even leading woolgrowers to find common ground on other problems 
affecting the sheep industry. McCarran’s work on behalf of Nevada 
ranchers caused one later political scientist, R. McGreggor Cawley, to 
comment that the senator was an early sagebrush rebel. As McCarran ac-
quired attention for his stands against the Grazing Service, the ranching 
community applauded his efforts and saw him as a possible ally in their 
search to relax immigration laws for Basque sheepherder immigrants.14

As a national advocate for the sheepmen and the Basque immigrant pop-
ulation, McCarran was already well known for his strong sympathy toward 
the Basques. He knew very well the business and the work with the sheep 
itself from his own personal experience. He had spent his childhood work-
ing on his family sheep operation with a home ranch located in Washoe and 
Storey Counties, twelve miles east of Sparks, Nevada. During his early life, 
McCarran interacted with the Basque sheepmen, their communities, and the 
important Laxalt family, one of the most distinguished Basque-American 
families in Nevada. In the late 1920s, Paul Laxalt (governor of Nevada 1966–
1970) recalled that when his mother Therese operated the French Hotel in 
Carson City, McCarran was among the most regular customers. McCarran 
was, in Laxalt’s words, “like a deity in our household.” Furthermore, John 
Laxalt, one of Paul’s brothers, became a “McCarran boy” and became part 
of McCarran’s broader political “machine.”15

McCarran’s wide-ranging connections to the grazing community in 
Nevada made him the obvious spokesman to address the labor short-
age of sheepherders arising during World War II. Nevada woolgrowers 
saw the solution to their labor problem as the recruitment of Basques 
from the Old Country, however difficult that might be considering 
longstanding American immigration restrictions. The employment of 
Mexican sheepherders was seen as an emergency measure by ranchers 
until more Basque labor could be obtained. Nevertheless, Mexican labor 
did not meet the expectations of the stock operators in sheep grazing. 
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They argued that Mexican labor was not qualified to tend sheep, but the 
strong subtext suggested discrimination against Mexicans because of 
their racial background. The preference was for Basques because they 
were “whiter” than Mexicans (with all the cultural associations that im-
plied), and in general they were considered reliable and honest laborers 
with a dedication to the care of sheep —  the chief capital investment of the 
industry. Later on, in 1943, John Dangberg, one of the American ranch-
ers advocating the importation of Basques and representing the wool-
growers of the western Nevada, said: “We, as a group, are not prejudiced 
against any race or creed but you can see that we do not expect much 
help from the Mexicans.” But their desired labor force required higher 
wages and costs of recruitment than the more close-at-hand Mexican 
labor. Ranchers, however, seemed willing to bear these costs.16

Senator McCarran saw an opportunity to assist the sheep industry 
in its search for Basque laborers. In the process, John Dangberg became 
one of the strongest voices in favor of Basque labor in the sheep indus-
try in Nevada and elsewhere in the entire West. Both he and McCarran 
helped to raise concern over the shortage of Basque labor in the sheep 
industry to the national level.17 

“Come Back to the Flocks”: The Demands of War

Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941 forced Pat McCarran 
to pay attention to international events, turning his attention away from 
public lands in the West. Furthermore, the wartime economy, which 
demanded more livestock production, also forced his attention to the 
immediate needs of the ranch industry. This included the shortage of ag-
ricultural workers —  especially sheepherders. As a result, he started look-
ing for ways to open doors to more Basque immigrant workers. 

John Dangberg’s goals lined up with McCarran’s in the increased im-
portation of Basque labor. On April 17, 1942, Dangberg wrote desper-
ately to McCarran urging more attention to the Basque question in the 
sheep industry of Nevada: 

We are getting more and more anxious about the sheepherder 
question here. As you know the sheep industry in this section has 
for years depended on Basque herders. There is a serious short-
age of men right now and everyone is feeling it. As for ourselves 
we have 8,000 sheep ready to go into the hills and are short two 
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herders. We have tried Mexicans from time to time but I don’t 
need to tell you that they are not satisfactory when left with 
sheep in remote mountain pastures. 18 

Dangberg explained to McCarran how the U.S. Employment Service 
office (this federal government agency, which conducted job placement, 
was reorganized into the Department of Labor in 1933, after the pas-
sage of the Wagner-Peyser Act) could get sheep workers residing in the 
United States who, in his own opinion, were not qualified. William J. 
Kane (inspector in charge of the U.S. Department of Labor, Immigration 
and Naturalization Service) at the Reno immigration office told 
Dangberg that bringing Basque immigrants from Spain at that moment 
was “impossible.”19

These concerns moved McCarran to find legal ways to bring the 
Basques to the Great Basin. Indeed, the Nevada senator did not take 
long to reply. On May 4, 1942, McCarran wrote Dangberg promising 
to do whatever he could on the Basque manpower issue.20 In the 1930s, 
Pat McCarran had already tried to find ways to allow groups of Basque 
immigrants to enter the country. But he had little success. Responding 
to Dangberg’s letter, the Nevada senator went on to request immediate 
action by the federal government. This correspondence about the sheep-
herders question marked the beginning of the long cooperation and cor-
respondence between Dangberg and McCarran in an intensive effort to 
sponsor Basque immigration to the western livestock industry.21

Back in Nevada, John Dangberg welcomed McCarran’s letter. On 
May 21, 1942, the Nevada rancher wrote to the senator thanking him 
for all his support and asserting that the Basque labor matter needed to 
be solved by the U.S. Employment Service. He repeatedly mentioned 
how the sheepmen “always hire through the Basque hotels and bars.” 
Despite the difficult situation, Dangberg wrote some optimistic words 
about the future: “We are getting together on this here now and hope 
to make our need known to the office in question sometime soon. I will 
advise you of any progress made.”22 

Six days later, McCarran wrote Dangberg to further declare his support 
for the recruitment of Basque immigrants: “I am going to do everything in 
my power to assist with regard to the sheepherder question and in trying 
to secure Basque herders.” Still, McCarran was honest with Dangberg and 
warned him that there was little possibility of getting Basques from Spain. 
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Nonetheless, McCarran’s letter did not discourage Dangberg as he perse-
vered in finding ways to bring Basques from the Old World.23 

In the summer of 1942, McCarran went ahead in obtaining more 
legal information to secure Basque workers in Nevada’s sheepherding. 
On June 1, McCarran sent a letter to John J. Corson, director of the 
U.S. Employment Service, requesting information to “secure qualified 
men for sheepherding in Nevada.” Then, on June 10, Corson notified 
the Senator that foreign labor such as Basques depended upon both the 
Employment Service and the Immigration and Naturalization Service. 
Thus, all ranchers who wanted to employ Basque herders had to make 
their requests at the local offices of the Employment Services, and these 
demands would later be sent to the Immigration and Naturalization 
Service. Once these applications were made indicating the necessity of 
importing foreign labor irreplaceable by other workers already in the 
United States, then the U.S. Employment Service would need to certify 
that the demand for sheepherders exceeded the supply and that such 
demand could not be met otherwise. In addition to Dangberg, other 
ranchers were also having difficulties finding and employing Basque 
sheepherders. Dangberg began to contact and urge other sheepmen to fill 
out claims in the local Employment Service offices located in the follow-
ing Nevada communities: Elko, Ely, Fallon, Las Vegas, Lovelock, Pioche, 
Tonopah, Winnemucca, and Reno.24

The shortage of Basque labor in Nevada’s sheep grazing reached its zenith 
in late 1942. Dangberg was increasingly impatient for action on the sheep-
herder question. Therefore, he continuously knocked on every possible door 
and talked to many influential people asking for help to bring Basque immi-
grants. On December 17, 1942, Dangberg wrote to Ed A. Settlemeyer, another 
sheepman and an old friend who was chairman of the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture War Board for the state of Nevada. Dangberg informed 
Settlemeyer of the critical situation of the Basque sheepherders and 
asked him to help on this issue: “I believe you would be in a better posi-
tion to make a constructive suggestion than any man I know of.”25

Dangberg enclosed a copy of a report showing some information 
about the labor shortage for the period between 1941 and 1942 for his 
company. This report was intended to demonstrate the inefficiency of 
the Employment Service’s plan to employ Americans first. At that time, 
the H. F. Dangberg Land & Live Stock Company operated in the counties 
of Douglas, Lyon, and Ormsby, and also in Alpine County, California. 
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The annual production was estimated as follows: 1) number of ewes, 
10,000 head; 2) market lambs, 7,500 head; 3) wool crop, 93,000 pounds; 
and, 4) purebred range bucks, 350 head. Then, the report suggested a 
difficult situation in the labor pool. It showed both that the number of 
available sheep workers had significantly decreased and second, those 
sheepherders already working for the Dangberg ranch were getting 
older. To Dangberg, the problem was not simply the legal restrictions 
against importing Basque immigrants; the labor shortage issue spoke 
to a larger economic problem. With the greater economic diversification 
and particularly with the defense industries expanding, other new occu-
pations had become more attractive even for the former Basque sheep-
herders. As Dangberg himself described, there were many Basques who 
had quit sheep grazing to take higher-paying jobs.

Dangberg also noted some few cases where non-Basque sheepherd-
ers who were sent to his ranch from the Employment Service lasted only 
a few days because of the hard work. For example, R. C. McFarlane of 
American nationality lasted only two and a half days. On the other hand, 
a Mexican worker, Frederico T. Mestas, lasted one month and apparently 
left the job because of the “cold weather.” According to Dangberg, more-
over, there were workers sent by the Employment of Service who were not 
qualified for sheep grazing. He noted the following experiences: “One man 
came in August and had to be returned to the agency because he could not 
pack a burro. Another man applied Dec. 16 but could not qualify for the 
same reason.” Dangberg noted that the only way to handle this problem 
was to import Basque labor. He concluded as follows: “Basques are the 
only qualified men for range herding —  they are customarily hired through 
local Basque hotels and not through the U.S. Employment Service. The 
draft boards have not taken herders. . . . Herders have left the sheep busi-
ness for defense jobs in considerable numbers.”26 

On the same day, on December 17, John Dangberg sent a similar 
letter to General J. White, the state director of Selective Service with 
office in Carson City, informing of his opinion on the labor shortage 
in the sheep industry. He wrote that “The situation is now critical and 
sooner or later will compel the sale of breeding stock to the butcher 
unless something can be done to persuade the Basque boys to come back 
to the flocks.”27 Dangberg noted that the day before his daughter had 
spoken to Nevada governor Edward P. Carville about this problem, and 
he told her that he was going to discuss it with White.
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In the same day, also, Dangberg wrote W.  P. Wing, secretary of the 
California Wool Growers Association, explaining all his concerns in the 
business and asking for help: “It sounds as though you are both playing 
Santa Claus to anyone trying to get herders over here in Nevada where the 
weather is getting colder and colder every day now. However, I suppose we 
must expect miracles in California sunshine.” Dangberg asked Wing if they 
had any problem in California and where he thought, “the Basques have 
gone to who were herding for us last year and the year before.” The future, 
in Dangberg’s own words, “does not look too good for us.” He claimed that 
new solutions needed to be found: “The U.S. Employment Service has been 
doing all it can for us and that with unfailing courtesy and patience but the 
results, as you see, are negligible. The chances of getting herders from Spain 
are pretty poor although Senator McCarran has said he would go to the bat 
for us.” To Dangberg, however, a main problem was the Basques’ lost inter-
est in sheep grazing: “There is only one other ‘out’ as I see it and that is to 
persuade the Basques who have gone into defense industries to return to the 
sheep. However, you may have some better idea.” This problem was gen-
eral and worsening. Dangberg suggested to “persuade” Basque workers re-
gardless of the cost. Because of the lack of Basque labor, as he pointed out, 
some ranch operators did most of the work themselves, fearing they would 
have to sell their flocks if no one could herd them. The situation was criti-
cal, he added: “Our experience is not unique —  all the other range operators 
are having about the same difficulties —  some operators (Basques) are doing 
their own herding.”28

By late 1942, Dangberg had put together a strong organization of 
sheepmen in Nevada. On December 26, from Reno, Ed A. Settlemeyer 
sent a letter to Dangberg in which he informed him about the difficul-
ties in recruiting Basques from the Old Country. He suggested that the 
“possibility of getting immigrants from Spain is very distant,” and he 
instead contemplated as a possible alternative the employment of expe-
rienced workers from Mexico and bordering states: 

Your suggestions will help a great deal to bring out in the open 
the facts as they really exist. 

Nearly every outfit in our range states is confronted with 
the same condition as you write about. Food production will be 
greatly handicapped at best but increasingly so unless reliable 
help can be found. 
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The possibility of getting immigrants from Spain is very 
distant. By calling the urgency to the attention of the U.S. 
Employment Service, then, through the Man Power Commission, 
surplus men with range experience might be moved from Mexico 
or the border states. I will take this up with the employment ser-
vice and our board at an early special called meeting. 

We are glad to get your suggestions and wish more produc-
ers would make the effort you have made, so the facts can be put 
before those who have been given the power to act.29 

On December 29, 1942, at 2:00 pm, different sheep operators of 
western Nevada and some contiguous areas of California met at the 
Douglas County courthouse in Minden, in order to discuss the short-
age of Basque sheepherders. Those woolgrowers came largely from 
Bridgeport, in California, Smith Valley, Mason Valley, Carson Valley, 
Truckee Meadows, and the area of Fallon, in Nevada. They primarily 
grazed their sheep in Nevada Grazing District Number 3 and in the 
Mono National Forest.30 In the meeting, attendees reached a unan-
imous verdict concluding that the annual production was largely de-
pendent upon the Basque immigrant labor.31 Unless the government 
allowed the recruitment of Basque immigrant workers, in Dangberg’s 
own words, “range sheep owners will be forced to cut their flocks drasti-
cally or sell out thus cutting production of meat and wool.” All of them 
did agree that “Basques are the only men uniformly qualified for this 
work.” Looking ahead, those sheepmen anticipated a “critical shortage” 
which could develop in the next year lambing season, by April 1943.32

At this same meeting in December 1942, the sheepmen founded the 
Nevada Range Sheep Owners Association (NRSOA). This platform was 
organized “for the purpose of gathering data relative to the situation and 
presenting them to the Nevada Congressional delegation and to all other 
government and private agencies interested in maintaining production.” 
The woolgrowers also intended to use the association to monitor the 
supply and demand of Basque sheepherders. They formed a political ad-
vocacy group through which they aimed to find solutions to the short-
age of Basque workers. John Dangberg himself was appointed chairman 
and D.  W. Park secretary of the new association. Additionally, Wilbur 
Stodieck, member of the U.S. Department of Agriculture War Board and 
district extension agent for Douglas County Farm Bureau, offered ser-
vices and facilities of his office to help solve the labor shortage. Stodieck 
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developed a questionnaire that was sent to all sheep owners of western 
Nevada and some adjacent areas in California. Those ranchers who ex-
perienced difficulties with sheep labor or anticipated shortages later in 
the season were asked to respond to the questionnaire. By filling out and 
signing this questionnaire, sheepmen immediately became members of 
the NRSOA. The purpose of this questionnaire was to collect detailed in-
formation about the sheep labor in this part of the Great Basin and at the 
same time demonstrate to the government the labor shortage. Thirty-
five percent of the total number of the early NRSOA membership was 
Basque American.33 

Dangberg acquired a prominent status within the industry when 
he became president of the NRSOA. From this moment on, he became 
the person to contact in order to find possible Basque sheepherders and 
to find long-term solutions to the problem at state and national level. 
Dangberg’s relations with Senator McCarran became crucial in the effort 
to increase Basque immigration.34

The urgency of the problem of the shortage of Basque immigrant 
laborers was not just an issue in Nevada. The sheepherder shortage in 
other western states was becoming distressing as well. Some days earlier, 
on December 17, Dangberg contacted Dan J. O’Loughlin, secretary of 
the National Wool Marketing Corporation with their office in Salt Lake 
City, requesting further information from him about the sheep labor sit-
uation in the east-central part of the Great Basin and west of the High 
Plains. On December 26, O’Loughlin got in touch with several wool-
grower associations to get acquainted with the labor shortage in different 
states. He wrote to various secretaries of woolgrower associations in the 
Interior West, informing them about Dangberg’s report: J. Byron Wilson, 
secretary of the Wyoming Wool Growers Association; Paul Etchepare, 
secretary and treasurer of the Montana Wool Growers Association; Mel 
C. Claar, secretary of the Idaho Wool Growers Association; A. E. Lawson, 
secretary of the Washington Wool Growers Association; and Albert L. 
Linger, secretary of the Colorado Wool Growers Association.35 

Also, on December 31, woolgrower association representatives re-
ported back to O’Loughlin the situation in each state. From McKinley, 
Wyoming, J. B. Wilson affirmed the criticalness of the labor shortage in 
the American West and also pointed to a possible solution to this prob-
lem by recruiting Basques from Mexico who were exiled and settled 
there because of the Spanish Civil War: “When I was in Washington 
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last, I called upon the State Department with the idea that some arrange-
ment might be made whereby we could import Basques from Mexico” 
However, Wilson said: “I thought that they could probably arrange with 
stockmen to put up a bond and send an experienced man to Mexico to re-
cruit labor, but the State Department advised me this could not be done 
because they had made arrangements with the Mexican Government to 
have the Department of Agriculture recruit labor from Mexico.”36 

According to Wilson, sheepmen could keep the ranch hands they 
had. However, getting new sheepherders was another issue. He then 
suggested inquiries with the Employment Service. He pointed out: “We 
are suggesting to the Department of Agriculture that we are going to 
need a lot of men from the sheep sections of Old Mexico and per-
haps, all together, we may be able to get by although it is going to 

Table 5.1. Early members of the NRSOA

Arambel and Etcheverry St. John Laborde

Jean Aldax D. W. Park

Baker and Calvin H. F. Dangberg Land & Live Stock Co.

John Belaustegui Chas. Aldabe

W. L. Blackwell V. S. Connell

Bruce H. Chichester Gregorio Mendiburu

James Compston J. B. Saldubehere

J. J. Fleming Co. Meadow Canyon Sheep Company

C. G. Hussman Martin Sorensen

Stoddard Jacobsen Mono Land & Livestock Co. (Joe Sario)

George C. Koenig Ed. J. Powell Est.

Linscott Bros. A. L. Dromiack

Domingo Recatune C. D. & W. Y. Campbell

Mrs. Ida Ruhenstroth Frank Trosi

Guy M. Terry Helen Goni

John Uhalde Holland Livestock Co.

H. W. Whitaker Alfonso Sario

W. T. Jenkins Co. H. E. Carter

Warren Simpson Frank Azcarate

Landa Bros Antone Saldubehere

L. L. Wedertz Thomas Ormachea

Warren and Gordon Wedertz

Source: List of members of the NRSOA, January 16, 1944, Box BSQAP 0115, Nevada Range Sheep 
Owners Association, Jon Bilbao Basque Library, University of Nevada, Reno, Nevada. 
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be pretty serious.” Furthermore, he thought that every state in the 
American West was going to be in the same situation, including Texas. 
“I was surprised when I was in Texas recently to find they were having a 
good deal of difficulty in getting men. I had assumed that living as close 
to the border as they do they would be able to get plenty of men but ap-
parently, they are unable to get men to come over any more and they are 
suffering from a real labor shortage just as we are.” He adopted a cau-
tious position in dealing with the sheepherder shortage. An increase in 
the wages might be a positive to attract former herders: “I believe aver-
age wages in Wyoming for sheep herders will be $100 a month, at least, 
by spring.” In one way or another, Wilson hoped to reach some solution 
with the Employment Service.37 

On that same day, Paul Etchepare, a Basque sheepman, on behalf of 
the Montana Wool Growers Association, sent a letter to Dan O’Loughlin 
in which he reaffirmed the necessity of importing Basque sheepherd-
ers. He further explained how Montana experienced the same situation 
concerning the sheepherding labor: “Defense industries and attractive 
wages have taken the greater percentage of our ranch help.”38 Etchepare 
appeared interested in reading Dangberg’s report about the Basque 
sheepherders problem and was particularly enthusiastic about the point 
that these immigrants were the only qualified men for range herding.39

From Boise, Mel C. Claar, the representative of the Idaho Wool 
Growers Association, sent another letter explaining the situation of the 
Basque labor shortage in Idaho. Clearly, Claar noted: “This sheep herder 
business is serious.” Furthermore, he explained how they worked on 
their own to find solutions since the month of March and alternatively 
employed Mexican workers to tend sheep. But Mexican labor failed to 
meet ranchers’ expectations: “We are still corresponding and trying to 
make contacts that might produce some Mexicans, but Mexicans out of 
Old Mexico are not very satisfactory. The matter is so serious that we 
are just like a drowning man grasping at a straw.” Claar stated also that 
the labor shortage was significantly constraining sheep grazing in Idaho: 
“It is our conservative opinion, based on actual knowledge of sales that 
there are fifty thousand less sheep in Idaho because of owners quitting 
and another one hundred thousand breeding ewes less on those who 
have cut down and all because of the labor situation. None of these indi-
viduals really want to quit but the unsatisfactory labor, just as reported 
out of Nevada, is applying here.”
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Basques had clearly become the more desirable sheep workers over 
other populations, especially Mexicans. Also, he identified similar prob-
lems recruiting Basque refugees living in Mexico, as he spoke on behalf 
of many ranchers that they were willing to do anything they could to 
solve the labor issue: “though we lined up a bunch of Spanish-Basque 
willing to come to the United States, immigration restrictions and the 
Mexican government has made their importation impossible. We have 
been working on a theory that if we can ever get the muddle of get-
ting them recruited in Mexico straightened out we will be glad to send 
a qualified individual who can speak Mexican and Basque, at our own 
expense, and try to get some employees that would be worth the cost.”

The year ended worse for the sheep ranchers than when it started. By 
the end of 1942, moreover, the frustration among western sheepmen was 
palpable. Mel C. Claar said that many sheep ranchers from Idaho had 
not enough men to work in their operations.40 This led to frustrations 
with the Employment Service all over the American West. Ranchers 
prepared to organize their interests to confront the problem. As John 
Dangberg noted in a letter on December 31 to W. P. Wing, secretary of 
the California Wool Growers Association, the Nevada ranchmen were 
taking “further action in the sheepherder situation preparatory to pre-
senting facts and recommendations to our congressional delegation.”41

Short-Term Solutions

On January 1, not taking a break for the New Year’s holiday, John 
Dangberg wrote a letter to Darrell M. Traugh, forest supervisor of the 
Mono National Forest with offices in Reno, Nevada. In this letter, he 
responded to Traugh’s previous letter in which he considered the per-
mitted livestock and the issue of commensurability in the government 
protected lands in Connell’s Fish Valley range in the Mono National 
Forest. Considering the upcoming year, Dangberg also broached the 
Basque labor problem: “Everything now within the last month or so 
seems to be getting on a little sounder footing so far as the recognition 
for agricultural labor needs is concerned, which may have a tendency 
to help solve the 1943 problem.” According to Dangberg, the gov-
ernment’s recognition of the sheepherders’ crisis came late, after the 
labor shortage became an acute problem in every agricultural sector. 
Dangberg claimed that sheepherders were urgently needed from the 
Old World: “I would like to see some boys brought in from Spain as 
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this is vital to the industry not only for the immediate problem, but 
has been one of importance now for several years, and unless some-
thing can be worked out, it is going to result in a vast change in the 
whole range sheep business.”42 

Next day, on January 2, after having received the detailed informa-
tion about the labor situation in other western states, Dangberg also 
wrote to Dan O’Loughlin his concluding argument:

The two important facts which are emphasized every time we 
take a step out here is that the range sheep industry is founded 
absolutely on the use of Basque herders and that there is right 
now a critical labor shortage which is going to develop into an av-
alanche of sales of breeding stock unless we get relief in the next 
few months. It also looks to us though Spanish Basques would be 
the answer, whether from Spain or Mexico. The Basques here are 
of opinion that boys in Spain would come if the immigration law 
can be changed to admit the necessary quotas. Also for your in-
formation our Senator [Patrick McCarran] has been working on 
something along this line for some time.43

As is frequently revealed in his correspondence from this time, 
Dangberg highlighted Basque immigrants’ alleged natural aptitudes for 
sheepherding. He justified the urgent necessity of recruiting Basque im-
migrants, by referencing some bad results reported from other opera-
tors from the sheep work of other ethnic populations, such as the Irish 
or Bulgarian workers.44 Dangberg aimed to demonstrate the scope of 
the labor shortage and how ranchers could only depend upon Basque 
sheepherders. Pressures from the wartime economy for increased food 
production meant that sheep owners in every western state were strug-
gling to find cheap and dependable labor. On January 3, 1943, W. P. Wing 
from San Francisco wrote O’Loughlin stating that “the labor situation 
generally in California as it pertains to sheep outfits is acute.” As they 
were increasingly alarmed at the labor shortage situation, they offered 
higher wages.45 

Another tactic was to try to lure back Basque sheepherders who had 
taken jobs in other industries, particularly defense. Some days after its 
establishment in 1942, the NRSOA had consulted with the local board 
in Douglas County, Nevada, asking for detailed information about the 
sheep labor situation —  the number of sheepherders registered, whether 
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or not they were still employed in the sheep industry, and what ages 
they were. The NRSOA discovered that no sheepherder was drafted and 
that fully two-thirds of them were over forty-five years of age. The in-
formation regarding their present occupation —  that is, whether or not 
they were all still in the industry and herding sheep —  could not be ob-
tained in the office. The NRSOA suggested identifying those sheep-
herders who transferred to other employment in the defense industries. 
However, reaching out to those workers who had taken advantage of the 
defense industry’s job opportunities brought with it several potential 
obstacles: First, what should they do if those Basques working for other 
sectors were not willing to return to the sheep industry? Second, was it 
wise to put unwilling workers out alone for several weeks tending about 
1,500 to 2,000 head of sheep? Third, what should they do if the defense 
industry resists letting those workers go?

Because of these potential obstacles, on January 4, Dangberg noted 
that “the only ‘out’ is bringing men from Spain.” In order to achieve 
such goal, the NRSOA was taking every step possible and working 
closely with their representatives in Congress. In the next few months, 
Dangberg went to Washington and stayed until the middle of April. He 
requested that General J. White help Nevada woolgrowers by facilitat-
ing the provision of any information from the Selective Service regard-
ing the number —  and ages —  of any Basque sheepherders that had quit 
the industry for other employment. He further said that Basques were 
“also generally skilled iron workers and miners besides being sheep-
herders” and thereof, he asked White to impress “Washington with the 
necessity for action if meat and wool are not to be even scarcer.” Briefly 
put, the only way to handle the situation was to employ Basques and 
only Basque immigrants.46 

From Yakima, on January 6, A. E. Lawson, secretary of the Washington 
Wool Growers’ Association, wrote a letter to Dan J. O’Loughlin, point-
ing out that they had started to have problems finding Basque labor-
ers about a year ago and had scoured “the country for sheepherders 
and packers.” The shortage, according to Lawson, was “getting worse all 
the time.” Concerning the Washington range sheep industry, Lawson 
indicated that the defense industries settled in the Pacific Northwest 
were abducting all the sheepherders and that there were inequalities in 
wage rates among the agricultural and military occupations: “Being so 
close to Portland and Seattle, naturally, the defense industries are taking 
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quite a number of the men.” Lawson also noted that the labor shortage 
was driving prices up. “The average wage paid here now is $100.00 per 
month for both herders and camp tenders.”47 

From California, on the same day, W. P. Wing suggested John Dangberg 
contact the Standard Employment Agency of Sacramento and let them 
know about the sheepherder situation in the Great Basin. Wing knew 
very well that the problem in the labor pool of the sheep industry was 
affected by other sectors: “I had a long talk with one of the Basques —  
in fact two —  who had left Nevada sheep herding and have gone into the 
lumber industry. It is just a question of the wages and conditions of em-
ployment.” Furthermore, Wing recommended getting in touch with two 
Basque boardinghouse owners who might know of some sheepherders: 
Benito Apechechea, owner of the Alturas Hotel in Alturas, California; and 
Valentin Jaurena, owner of a hotel in Cedarville, California.48 

Following his advice, John Dangberg wrote two days after receiv-
ing Wing’s letter to Benito Apechechea requesting Basque herders: “I 
write you to see if they [those Basque sheepherders working on defense 
jobs] would consider coming back into the sheep business. I need several 
herders now and if these boys are interested would be glad to put them 
on.” Dangberg explained to Apechechea the working conditions: “We are 
paying $110.00 per month—the man must have his own bed and know 
how to pack a burro. Our foreman is W. Mullins who used to live up in 
that country and we have a Basque outfit as to herders and camp ten-
ders. We also try to supply our camps with good food and plenty of it.” 
On the same day, Dangberg also wrote a letter to the Murray and Ready 
Employment Agency of San Francisco, asking for Basque sheepherders 
seeking employment in Nevada at any time. In this letter, Dangberg ex-
plicitly said that the workers had to be Basques: “A man coming to us as 
a herder must be Basque [sic], must understand how to pack a burro, how 
to cook for himself and he must have a bed roll.” He desperately added 
that they did not pay “transportation but if a man is a good herder, we 
will consider advancing fare and then holding it out on his wages.” The 
same day, W. P. Wing wrote to Francis Wood urgently seeking his help 
to find Basque labor available in the West. He mentioned the cases of 
two prominent stock companies: the H. F. Dangberg Land and Livestock 
Company of Minden and the company owned by J. J. Fleming of Wendel, 
Lassen County, in California. Wing also stated his opinion to Wood that 
in order to facilitate the sheepherders’ recruitment process, he advised 
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the establishment of mechanisms to allow direct communication be-
tween the sheepmen and the Employment Service, without the inter-
mediary role of the woolgrower associations.49

On January 16, 1943, the NRSOA held a meeting in Minden, in 
which local sheepmen, as well as representatives of the Employment 
Service, Forest Service, and the local war boards came together to dis-
cuss the latest progress regarding the labor recruiting process. They 
presented the results of the first analyses of questionnaire data sent on 
December 29 to the sheep operators of western Nevada. The purpose 
of the questionnaire was to form the basis of factual data. 87 percent 
of the owners in western Nevada and adjacent areas in California —  
representing 145,000 head of breeding ewes —  answered and returned 
this survey to the NRSOA. On the questionnaires, most of the owners 
showed their dissatisfaction with both the Mexican labor and the 
sheepherders available through the Employment Service. According to 
D. W. Park, secretary of the NRSOA, “owners have not found Mexicans 
satisfactory and have no confidence that they can continue operating if 
they are forced to accept Mexican herders in this crisis.” In the meet-
ing, sheepmen reached a consensus that “in as much as the industry 
has been built on the skill of the Basque herders, the Basques are the 
only men who can keep us in production.”50

To help federal agencies understand the labor needs of the Nevada 
woolgrowers, they reported to their representatives the difficulties in 
getting Basque immigrants from Europe, along with other issues af-
fecting labor shortages. Nevada woolgrowers adopted a resolution re-
porting the sheep labor situation and their challenges. Based on the 
questionnaires sent to ranchers, the NRSOA estimated that there were 
180 Basque sheepherders employed at that time. For the next lambing 
season, they aimed to employ 330 sheepherders and for the spring range 
time, 230 ranch hands, between herders and packers. Besides immigra-
tion restrictions and better job opportunities in wartime, aging became 
part of the problem: “Fully 50% are of an average age of 55 years or over 
and many are past 50, making for serious inefficiency due to unexpected 
illness etc.” The report showed that: first, 3 percent of the “skilled herd-
ers” were drafted; second, 8 percent were unable to continue working 
because they were “too old or too ill;” and third, 13 percent of the Basque 
labor had quit sheepherding and transferred to defense industries. In 
such a meeting, those Nevada sheepmen unanimously concluded that: 
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“Unless 70 additional skilled and reliable range herders are available 
by May 1, which represents a 30% increase over present numbers em-
ployed, at least 30% of the breeding ewes now on hand, or 48,000 head 
producing annually approximately 3,500,000 pounds of marketable 
lamb and 480,000 pounds of wool will have to go to the butcher.”51 

All in all, the NRSOA report stressed that sheep production in the 
western section of Nevada growth rates would be constrained if the 
Basque labor question was not soon solved. Immediately after the meet-
ing, John Dangberg wrote letters to their representatives in the Senate 
and Congress —  Patrick McCarran, James G. Scrugham, and Maurice J. 
Sullivan —  to press for haste in sponsoring Basque immigration and, in 
D. W. Park’s own words, “to give a true picture of the critical need for 
trained men to enable us to carry on.”52

Summary

The development of the sheepherding industry at this time and its labor 
needs encouraged the increasing articulation of specific perspectives on 
Basque immigrants, particularly with regard to being innately skilled 
in sheepherding. By the time the United States entered World War II, 
Nevada’s sheep industry and that of other western states had run out of 
capacity to meet wartime demands. The Second World War revealed a 
Basque immigrant labor shortage in the sheep industry of Nevada and 
the American West and Congress’s restrictive immigration measures put 
in place during the mid-1920s had significantly reduced the amount of 
Basque labor available for sheep grazing. By the late thirties and early 
forties, furthermore, most of the earlier Basque immigrant sheepherd-
ers had reached old age, retired, or moved on to another, better job. Many 
Basque sheepherders were drawn to job opportunities for wartime em-
ployment all over the West. As a result, employing Basque immigrants 
for sheepherding became even more difficult as a result, something that 
prompted a strong response from the industry focused on recruiting spe-
cifically Basque sheepherders. 

During World War II when demand for all sorts of labor rose, 
the lack of labor in the sheep industry became increasingly critical, 
and John Dangberg’s organizing efforts and leadership of a group 
of sheep ranchers of western Nevada were heavily directed at re-
cruiting more Basque immigrants despite the restrictive immigra-
tion laws. Much of those efforts were aimed at finding ways to 
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get around those restrictions, something which is clearly revealed 
in their correspondence to Nevada’s senator McCarran, asking for 
help to secure Basque immigrant labor for sheepherding. As part of 
these organizing efforts, Nevada western woolgrowers established 
the Nevada Range Sheep Owners Association (NRSOA) to address 
their collective interests in finding Basque sheepherders and enlist-
ing the help of their congressional delegation in Washington, D.C., 
something which underscored the broad urgency within the indus-
try for action to address the challenges ranchers were facing.

During the last part of his life from 1942 to 1954, McCarran would 
continue to serve his sheep-grazing constituency’s efforts to bring 
Basque immigrant labor to the United States. As McCarran gained 
power and influence in the Senate, he would seek ways to open the im-
migration doors to Basques, something that I explore in depth in chap-
ter 6. The scarcity of Basque immigrant labor began to be recognized as 
a serious handicap to the development of the sheep industry in Nevada 
and the West as soon as McCarran took the matter to the Capitol. 

As the war continued, sheep ranchers from Nevada and other western 
states also continued struggling to find Basque sheepherders to work in 
their operations. However, their extensive organizing and advocacy efforts 
would eventually pay off. The next chapter examines how these efforts un-
folded in the final years of the war, and how it was that the Western wool-
growers, with the help of Senator McCarran, were able to bring additional 
Basque immigrants from Spain to work in the sheepherding industry. 
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The Indispensable Basque Sheepherder

Senator Patrick McCarran and the Sheep Lobby,  
the Exclusion of Mexicans, and the  

Recruitment of Basque Immigrants in the  
Western Sheep Industry during World War II

By early 1943, the Nevada and western sheep industry continued to 
be haunted by the issue of Basque labor shortage. In June, from San 
Francisco, W. P. Wing wrote to John Dangberg: “We note that apparently 
Texans are going across the line and hiring Mexicans for sheep herd-
ing.”1 This note from Wing reflected how ranchers in the American West 
considered Mexicans —  the available labor force —  as deficient and unde-
sirable sheepherders. Discrimination against Mexicans was widespread 
and persisted. While woolgrowers discriminated against Mexicans as un-
desirable labor, at the same time they enthusiastically continued glori-
fying and praising Basque immigrants as good sheepherders. Yet, sheep 
ranchers exaggerated the racial otherness of Mexicans that made Basque 
immigrants much more desirable subjects. 

During those years, then, Nevada and other western ranchers deliber-
ately created racial and cultural divisions between Basques and Mexicans 
to justify the necessity of opening the doors for Basques. Ranchers’ dis-
course appears to be based on cultural differences, but rooted in construc-
tions of race. The U.S. government officials promoted and encouraged 
the recruitment of Mexicans through the Bracero Program of 1942 —  
an agricultural worker program that was established initially to meet 
the general wartime labor shortage that had granted rights-to-work to 
Mexican nationals in the United States. But woolgrowers from Nevada 
and other western states were not pleased with the government’s sug-
gestions to recruit Mexican workers for sheep grazing. 

The present chapter explores how Nevada and western woolgrow-
ers continued deeming Basque sheepworkers indispensable to meet 
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wartime production requirements. From 1943 to the end of World War 
II in 1945, western woolgrowers united to petition government offi-
cials to allow the recruitment of further Basque immigrants to work in 
the sheep industry. With the help of Senator Pat McCarran, Nevada’s 
sheep ranchers headed and coordinated other western woolgrowers’ as-
sociations to recruit a group of Basque immigrants to work as sheep-
herders in the American West.

The Claims of Unity

Efforts by western sheepherders to address the Basque labor shortage 
were ongoing in the midst of the complex international political climate. 
For instance, right around the same time that the NRSOA were meet-
ing in Minden in the final week of December 1942, President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt and British Prime Minister Winston Churchill were about to 
meet in Casablanca, Morocco to discuss their strategy in the fight against 
the Axis powers, eventually declaring on January 24 their demand for 
an “unconditional surrender” from the Axis powers. Despite the com-
plexity of the international political and military situation, the Basque 
labor shortage was still discussed that January in the Seventy-Eighth 
U.S. Congress. On January 21, Homer Mooney, secretary of Nevada 
Congressman Maurice J. Sullivan, promised in a letter to John Dangberg 
that the manpower problem was going to be a live issue in such a session 
of Congress. He praised Dangberg’s previous letter about the Basque labor 
shortage and further said that they were “informed that Congressmen in 
California are also deeply interested in the problem.”2

The War Manpower Commission was for its part studying fur-
ther ways and means of securing sheepherders in the Great Basin. 
Nonetheless, their margin of maneuver was very limited because of the 
restrictions on immigration applied primarily to Spain. On January 22, 
1943, Tom Jolly, manager of the War Manpower Commission of Reno, 
noted to Dangberg the following: “It may be possible that some of this 
type of labor may be available to us at the army camps situated at Las 
Vegas and Wendover, and if in your opinion, we would be justified in at-
tempting to secure labor from these two camps, from among those who 
are now being or will be in the near future, discharged by reason of their 
occupational classification together with their age range.”3

On January 28, 1943, after the National Wool Growers Convention 
in Salt Lake City, W. P. Wing wrote Dangberg, outlining three possible 
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options to address the problem of importing Basque immigrants from 
Europe: bring Basques already living in Mexico in under the Mexican 
immigration quota; find a way to allow Basques to emigrate from Spain; 
or lastly, the importation of experienced Mexican sheepherders.4 In the 
communications that occurred around these strategies, however, another 
issue was raised: the ideological persuasions of potential Basque work-
ers. Basque exiles in Mexico who escaped from Francisco Franco’s rule in 
Spain were generally considered leftists in the United States. Moreover, 
some questioned whether Basque exiles in Mexico, Latin America, or 
those willing to resettle in America were communists, and so considered 
a threat. There were even some who took this further and were opposed 
to letting Basque refugees into the United States because of these com-
munist fears, fears which were already being stoked in the United States 
during the wartime years. Just as the tensions between United States 
and the Soviet Union increased after the end of the war, this issue would 
become more problematic when sheep ranchers had to justify the neces-
sity of recruiting Basque immigrants. 

As the war dragged on, the labor shortage and public-land reg-
ulation issues facing woolgrowers in eastern Nevada were still much 
the same as before. On January 29, 1943, the Eastern Nevada Sheep 
Growers Association (ENSGA) urged unity among sheepmen in their 
efforts to remedy these issues. From Ely, Nevada, D. A. Hughes, sec-
retary of the ENSGA, wrote a long letter to John Dangberg, in which 
he stated the main concerns affecting sheepmen in this part of the 
state. Hughes, speaking on behalf of the Eastern Nevada sheepmen, de-
manded more local solutions and joint efforts among sheep ranchers. 
The ENSGA thought that “by organization of local association, each 
group, or local association, would be equipped to handle their local prob-
lems effectively.” Looking at the many crises that the sheep industry 
faced, they believed that there was “the need of ‘UNITY’,” [sic] and fur-
ther, in Hughes’ own words, “through organization much can be accom-
plished for the good of our industry.” Furthermore, as Hughes explained, 
the ENSGA also considered essential the unity among all Nevada wool-
grower associations to reach common solutions to the problems affecting 
the sheep industry. He also saw as problematic the possibility of a future 
labor organization among sheepherders: “In the near future, the [sheep] 
industry will be faced with an ‘organized labor’ problem—[sic], I under-
stand efforts are now being made to organize herders in some parts of 
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the West, at this time. What are we going to do about it? . . . Many more 
serious problems are to arise, which will be ‘headaches,’ unless the ma-
chinery is properly set up.” Looking at the whole economic picture, in 
their opinion, Nevada woolgrowers must cooperate through the estab-
lishment of a statewide association to address the Basque labor shortage 
and other issues. This was the way other woolgrowers from other west-
ern states, such as Utah and Idaho, followed and, in Hughes’s words, the 
way Nevadan sheepmen must do it. He cheered: “We can. We should. 
We must.—Let’s do it. [sic]”5

From Salt Lake City, on January 29, Dan O’Loughlin wrote back a 
letter to John Dangberg informing him of activities in Utah and east-
ward states in the High Plains. Earlier in January, at the National 
Woolgrowers Convention in Salt Lake City, the sheepherder situation 
was given much attention. After the woolgrower’s meeting and a visit in 
Denver, O’Loughlin confirmed that sheepmen were “having this same 
trouble everywhere and the whole situation is being eagerly discussed 
at meetings and in discussions printed in various magazines and wool 
growers bulletins.” O’Loughlin enclosed a copy of a form to request 
sheep workers submitted by the Wyoming Wool Growers Association 
and published in the Wyoming Wool Grower magazine.6

On February 1, 1943, John Dangberg wrote back to W. P. Wing 
about his latest letter on the different remedies to bring Basques into 
the United States and the issue of the alleged communist affiliation of 
the Basque exiles in Mexico. As the next lambing season approached, 
Dangberg and other Nevada woolgrowers were getting increasingly des-
perate to find dependable labor. As Dangberg wrote: “Our own situa-
tion is getting worse and worse with fewer and fewer qualified men to 
do the herding. Just now, about two weeks before lambing, we are losing 
a number of ewes that were injured by being walked many unnecessary 
miles over the desert by one of these herders —  or would-be-herders —  
that are hiring out through the employment agencies.” Among the three 
remedies suggested by Wing in his earlier letter, to Dangberg, recruit-
ing those Basques living in Mexico was the only temporary remedy to 
fill their labor needs. Furthermore, Dangberg tried to avoid the political 
issues mentioned by Wing and came to the Basques’ defense:

If these fellows have herded, want to work and are well treated 
I doubt if their political affiliations will be very important. As 
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someone remarked here, they had to choose between being Fa[s]
cists or Communists. As far as this business of communism is 
concerned, the Mexicans are just as apt to be of that persuasion 
and they, as far as I have seen them here, carry conduct usually 
associated with what we call communism right over into their 
work. Of course, in stating anything about the Basques in Mexico, 
I do not want to suggest that exploration of the situation with re-
spect to importations from Spain be not considered; my thought 
is rather that those in Mexico offer the only relief possible for 
this spring.7 

During this time, the Employment Service in Nevada had developed 
a recruiting plan for sheep agricultural workers in Mexico. This plan 
considered recruiting Mexican nationals to work in the western United 
States. On February 2, from Reno, Nevada, Tom Jolly of the Employment 
Service gave Dangberg a telephone call and discussed the labor situation. 
Jolly explained to Dangberg that for the service of recruiting Mexican 
workers, the federal government charged $5 per “head” to the sheep-
man. Next day, Dangberg wrote a letter back to Jolly in which he agreed 
with the conditions and the fee imposed by the government for employ-
ing sheepherders. However, this effort to recruit Mexican labor was not 
enough for the woolgrowers, and they continued complaining of the 
Basque labor shortage.8 

Ten days later, on February 12, Dangberg wrote O’Loughlin a letter 
in which he related how the Nevada woolgrowers celebrated the work 
that the latter was doing in the effort to solve the sheepherder question 
and “in getting everybody going at the same thing at once.” On the same 
day, Dangberg also addressed a letter to D. A. Hughes, secretary of the 
ENSGA, showing his readiness to find a common compromise and total 
endorsement of the establishment of an organization plan at the state 
level: “I trust your organization has stated its position on the herder 
question to our representatives in Congress and has put the weight of 
its influence behind them to the end that we get action from the State 
Department on getting herders in here.”9

That day as well, Paul V. McNutt, chairman of the War Manpower 
Commission, informed Pat McCarran “that the question of the impor-
tation of Basque herders is being given careful consideration.” Since late 
January, however, the full responsibility for the recruitment, transfer, and 
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placement of agricultural workers had been transferred to the Department 
of Agriculture, with the purpose of coordinating and centralizing under 
one office all matters affecting the agricultural development. From this 
moment on, then, as McNutt pointed out to McCarran, the Department 
of Agriculture was charged with the responsibility of managing all the 
issues and difficulties confronting the sheep industry, including Basque 
immigrants’ recruiting problems. Upon the transfer of such duties to 
the Department of Agriculture, McNutt took the liberty of referring to 
McCarran’s letter about the question of the Basque sheep workers. He 
felt confident enough that “this question will be given careful consider-
ation by Secretary [Claude R.] Wickard’s organization.” Nevertheless, 
McCarran’s relationship with the Department of Agriculture and the 
Department of the Interior had deteriorated during his battle against the 
Grazing Service and its proposed grazing fee policy.10 

On February 15, 1943, after he interchanged correspondence with 
different secretaries of woolgrower associations and talked personally 
with many sheepmen in Utah, Colorado, Idaho, and Wyoming, Dan 
O’Loughlin reported to Dangberg his thoughts on the Basque sheep-
herder question, copying out several quotes from various western wool-
grower association secretaries to show the dimension of the problem. He 
contended: “In as much as the army is taking all the men into their or-
ganizations the labor question, of course, will become more serious but 
there seems to be a feeling all round that it will work out alright, and 
while I have my own personal opinion on the subject, I hate to be too 
critical because it might look like an attempt to show I knew more about 
running a war than the people who are actually doing it.”11

O’Loughlin criticized the ambiguous position of the federal govern-
ment on the sheep labor issue. Briefly put, while the government en-
couraged and demanded production to meet the wartime economy, it did 
not take extraordinary measures or implement new policies to confront 
the administrative constraints affecting the sheep industry, such as the 
importation of Basque immigrant labor.

On the same day, while Senator McCarran was leading investiga-
tions against the Grazing Service in his position on the Committee 
on Public Lands and Surveys in the American West, his secretary, Eva 
Adams wrote to D. W. Park, secretary of the NRSOA, informing him 
about the administrative changes in the procedure for the recruitment 
of immigrant labor as the result of the mentioned transfer from the 
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Employment Service to the Department of Agriculture. In any event, 
Adams also said that McCarran wanted to keep him informed of Nevada 
woolgrowers’ problems and particularly, the senator wanted to know 
how the issue of Basque labor was developing in the Great Basin.12

Although the international crisis increased immigration restrictions 
to the United States, plans to hire Basque herders in Mexico began. The 
NRSOA had prepared an application to request one hundred workers 
from Mexico through the Employment Service office of Reno. In this re-
quest, the Nevada western woolgrowers made clear that they preferred 
to employ those Basque exiles living in Mexico rather than Mexican 
nationals. On February 23, 1943, Dangberg wrote McCarran inform-
ing him of this and other issues. Dangberg said that language problems 
among workers could serve as a strong argument to convince the federal 
officers to take measures to bring only Basque immigrants. In his claim 
of an urgent recruitment of Basque sheepherders, speaking on behalf 
of western Nevada woolgrowers, Dangberg argued that ethnic commu-
nity cohesion among Basque immigrants improved and made secure the 
working environment. He said that federal authorities, 

. . . should give some consideration to the language problem which 
will arise with Mexicans direct from Old Mexico. These men will 
speak only Spanish and will be hard to tell about range lines and 
range use for the reason that we have few Spanish-speaking people 
here. We can handle Basques, whether Spanish or French, because 
they all use the Basque language. There are a far greater number of 
French Basques here than Spanish, although Spanish Basques are 
just as good for the herding job as the French.13 

Dangberg persevered to argue for the exclusion of Mexicans. His 
point of view implied that diverse and mixed working environments 
based on language issues led to disunity among the agricultural labor. 
He said that employing Mexican labor on a Basque-dominated sheep 
operation could disrupt the working environment because of communi-
cation problems between Mexicans and Basques from the French prov-
inces, whereas those Basque exiles living in Mexico who came largely 
from Spain could speak both Basque and Spanish languages. Dangberg 
also argued that Basque laborers showed cohesiveness in their common 
ethnicity and language, something which made them work as a commu-
nity and a cooperative and effective labor force —  more so, in his opinion, 
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than Mexican workers. By mid-March, as the NRSOA eagerly waited for 
a response about the sheep owners’ application from the Employment 
Service office in Reno, they still had not heard anything. This greatly 
frustrated the sheep operators.14

By late February, at Dangberg’s request, the ENSGA had also taken 
the matter of the Basque labor shortage up with the Nevada congressio-
nal delegation with the view of securing action in Washington, D.C. The 
cooperation between the NRSOA and the ENSGA began to work toward 
a common objective: bring Basques to the sheepherding jobs in Nevada. 
Nevada woolgrowers not only pressured their representatives, but also 
contacted representatives of California because there were members of 
the NRSOA who grazed sheep in the adjacent ranges in Mono County. 
On March 15, Dangberg addressed Harry L. Englebright, California 
congressman. Dangberg explained in detail how “critical” the situation 
was. “Every man I know who has sheep in Mono County,” he said, “is 
short of herders.” Dangberg requested help from Englebright to sup-
port McCarran’s efforts to import Basque immigrants: “We hoped that 
by taking action in January we would have men here by the time the sit-
uation became critical but our effort has bogged down somewhere in 
Washington in the bureaus. I know you know how to get action if any-
thing can be done and I feel sure that the help of the California delega-
tion will do a lot towards making Senator McCarran’s efforts effective 
now.” That same day, Dangberg’s fellow sheepman D. W. Park wrote to 
McCarran thanking him for all his help and his comprehension of the 
urgent “need for Basques.” As the lambing season proceeded, Park wrote, 
however, to say that sheep ranches were still in need of labor for summer 
herding: “I can assure you that the situation is acute—there are no re-
placements available for sick men, the present men are, in many cases, old 
and the ewes and lambs ready to go on spring ranges. We have produced 
the lambs—now we need the men to bring them to marketable age.”15

On March 21 and 22, the Nevada Wool Marketing Association held its 
annual stockholders’ meeting in Ely. Many woolgrowers from different cor-
ners of Nevada attended that meeting, where they exposed the problems 
affecting the sheep industry. They drafted a resolution pointing out a 30 
percent increase in labor costs. In addition, they reported other increased 
production costs: Forest grazing costs over 22 percent, concentrated foods 
30 to 40 percent, transportation 25 percent, and management 50 percent. 
Sheepmen blamed the federal government for increasing regulation.16
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The NRSOA continued to put pressure on the Employment Service 
to recruit Basque sheepherders. From Washington, on March 30, 1943, 
at 9:25 am in the morning, McCarran sent a telegram to Dangberg 
advising him that he was working continually on the Basque sheep-
herder question. He confirmed some good results from several confer-
ences with the Labor Division of the Department of Agriculture about 
the requested one hundred workers from Mexico: “Conferences with 
Agriculture Department of Labor Division have brought about immedi-
ate activity for importation of one hundred sheep herders from Mexico 
hope to have majority Spanish or French Basques doing everything in 
my power along this line kind regards.” Dangberg was pessimistic about 
the admission of those one hundred herders from Mexico. Besides the 
possibility of bringing Basques from Mexico, he further remembered 
that they could recruit former Basque herders from among military re-
servists. Dangberg also suggested that they try to engage Basques on 
ships regularly plying the route between Spain and any South American 
countries —  such as Colombia and Venezuela — and from there, bring 
them to the United States. This alternative needed, however, a special 
provision from Congress. With the worsening situation, Dangberg urged 
McCarran to send a quick response. Dangberg said the situation was 
so critical that some ranchers were being forced to sell off part of their 
sheep (in April, for instance, the Edmund Powell Estate had to sell one 
thousand head of ewes) and many others were confronting problems in 
maintaining production due to the labor shortage.17 

In order to request Basque immigrants and release them from the 
army, ranchers individually were required to make an affidavit that 
would serve as evidence of the need for labor. By this affidavit, a rancher 
must specify the following information: number of sheep grazed, oper-
ating area, the number of workers required, qualifications for the job, 
and further, how this lack of herders would affect their production goals 
and further the food production program. After any rancher submit-
ted an affidavit to request a former sheepherder to go back to the ranch, 
the worker was advised to get released with instructions for him. On 
April 19, Pete Etcheverry, a Basque sheepman who teamed with Bert 
Arambel at the Alpine Ranch, addressed John Dangberg, explaining in 
his broken English their own personal situation in Fallon. Etcheverry 
said that they had already applied for the release from the army of 
the following two sheepherders who used to work for them: Pierre 
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Goyhenetche, who was drafted into the army one year ago; and Jean 
Goyhenetche, who worked for five years at the Arambel & Etcheverry 
company. Etcheverry noted that they did not have any results and were 
“desperately in need of men.” Previously, Etcheverry had further con-
tacted Senator McCarran and asked for his help in getting relief for the 
agricultural labor shortage.18

In late April, after the office of the Farm Security Administration in 
San Francisco had received the application of the one hundred herders 
from Mexico, then, the Department of Agriculture certified the need of 
those workers through the Immigration and Naturalization Service. By 
early May, the Immigration Service’s officials in Mexico City undertook 
all steps to recruit workers in Mexico to send at the very earliest oppor-
tunity on to Nevada. The Bracero Program of 1942, however, impeded 
the recruitment of those Basque immigrants living in Mexico. This bi-
lateral labor agreement, which had been signed between the United 
States government and Mexico to relieve the unemployment problem 
in Mexico and the agricultural labor shortage in the United States,19 was 
confined to the recruitment of Mexican citizens and therefore ex-
cluded noncitizens, particularly recently arrived Spanish refugees. Still, 
Nevada ranchers were confident that Basques in Mexico, not yet cit-
izens of Mexico, could make their way into the United States legally 
under the Bracero Program. Contrary to those expectations, however, 
U.S. immigrations officials notified Grover B. Hill, assistant secretary 
of the Department of Agriculture, about the impossibility of recruit-
ing Basques given this migrant labor program and remarked that only 
Mexican nationals were eligible for entering sheepherding jobs in 
Nevada and the West. On May 5, Grover Hill gave McCarran the bad 
news that “Basques cannot be recruited under the present agreement.”20

Two days later, McCarran wrote John Dangberg to inform him about 
those legal problems of obtaining Basque sheepherders from Mexico. 
However, the stubborn Nevada senator refused to give up and declared 
that he was going to turn all his efforts toward securing Basque im-
migrants for Nevada because, in his own words, “they are almost 
always much more effective in this type of work.” On May 10, then, 
McCarran contacted Earl G. Harrison, commissioner of the Immigration 
and Naturalization Service in Philadelphia, regarding the importation 
of Basque immigrant workers from Spain. Harrison recommended 
the following steps: first, file an application for permission to bring 
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Basque immigrants with the District Director of the Immigration and 
Naturalization Service in Denver; second, file an application with the 
local office of the Manpower Commission, with a view toward securing 
certification from this agency to the unavailability of labor of the kind 
that is desired that is currently unemployed in the United States. The 
NRSOA had already followed these steps. Harrison’s words did not calm 
McCarran, nor the Nevada sheep ranchers.21

The barriers to recruit Basques from Mexico pushed both the 
NRSOA and the ENSGA to try to find these immigrants in other 
Latin American countries. On May 27, Basque immigrant communi-
ties were spread over a number of countries in South America, such 
as Chile, Cuba, Venezuela, and Argentina. The Basque immigrant com-
munity of Nevada maintained close ties with their families in the Old 
World. During wartime, they closely followed the events affecting their 
homeland. Oftentimes, members of the Basque community collaborated 
with nearby woolgrower associations, providing names of individuals 
and detailed information on both overseas workers seeking to escape 
Francisco Franco’s Spanish regime and refugees who had resettled in 
Latin America. In more informal ways, Basque Americans involved in 
ranching supplied names and personal information —  typically, relatives 
or friends from the same hometown —  willing to fill the vacancy posts 
in the sheep industry. These efforts to bring Basques to Nevada pro-
moted a sense of solidarity among the members of the Basque immi-
grant community.22

Yet, U.S. immigration law severely restricted Basque immigration 
from either Spain or any other Latin American country. There was, how-
ever, some hope. The Section 5 of the 1885 Alien Contract Labor Law 
provided some exceptions for the importation of immigrants, includ-
ing the permission of foreign “skilled” workers, if labor of such kind 
could not be found in the United States. Under waiver of this exclud-
ing provision of the Alien Contract Labor Law, ranchers desiring to re-
cruit those Basque immigrants, either from South America or Spain, 
had to personally request them through submission of a labor certifi-
cation application. Then, Nevada sheepmen could fill out applications 
for permission to import Basque workers in the local offices of both 
the Immigration and Naturalization Service and the War Manpower 
Commission. Simultaneously, these sheep owners could still apply for 
Mexican workers at the offices of the Farm Security Administration. 
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The Farm Security Administration assisted those sheep operators in-
terested in bringing Mexican workers. There were no federal programs, 
however, to assist those ranchers desiring to import Basque refugees 
from South America. The ranchers trying to bring labor from South 
America, according to McCarran, “were on their own hook.” McCarran 
complained that federal agencies could not assist in the importation of 
this type of labor from South America and concluded, “It seems just as 
desirable to me to have Federal assistance in importing Basque aliens, as 
it is to have the Farm Security Administration assist in the importation 
of Mexicans.”23

Nevertheless, the Basque labor shortage continued, causing a big 
unrest among the sheep community all over the American West. They 
continuously blamed the federal government for restrictions against 
immigration and also the wage differences between old and new in-
dustries in the West. Ranchers complained that new emerging private 
sectors were stealing their sheepherders through unfair wage differ-
ences. Although they raised wages to make sheepherding jobs attractive, 
most of the former herders still preferred working in other industrial 
sectors emerging in the West. As the labor shortage seemed to have no 
solution, ranchers continued arguing that Basques were the only skilled 
workers qualified for sheep grazing. 

A Paradiplomatic Adventure:  
Martin Goñi and the Seventy-Four Basques from Navarre 

On May 28, 1943, the western Nevada sheepmen from the NRSOA re-
quested permission to import seventy-five Basques from either Spain 
or France. On June 3, Senator McCarran convened an urgent meeting 
with both Grover B. Hill of the Department of Agriculture and Earl G. 
Harrison of the Immigration and Naturalization Service to “the end 
that some definite results be forthcoming at once.” Since the agree-
ments between the United States and Mexico prevented the impor-
tation of Basques from Mexico, McCarran had put on the table the 
proposal to recruit Basques from other Latin American countries, but 
there had been little success with that effort. The bureaucratic process 
of requesting Basque immigrant workers had proven slow and long for 
the sheepmen.24

As part of the request submitted on May 28, on June 30, John 
Dangberg and D. W. Park, on behalf of the NRSOA members, submitted 
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an affidavit in the Douglas County courthouse to request the importa-
tion of seventy-five Basque sheepherders. Then, they sent an applica-
tion for that purpose to the Immigration and Naturalization Service 
office in San Francisco. Dangberg and Park prepared a long affidavit jus-
tifying that the Basque immigrant workers were the most dependable 
variables in the financial equation of the sheep industry. To put it an-
other way, according to their statement, the annual production would be 
curtailed, unless Basque labor was forthcoming. They pointed out, “the 
range sheep industry has been built on the peculiar skill and knowledge 
of French and Spanish Basques, that this organization can now place sev-
enty-five such men aged twenty to forty years as sheepherders.” They 
went further by describing Basques as naturally adapted to sheep herd-
ing. They wrote that “the skill of [Basques] rests on their having learned 
in their native Pyrenees from early childhood to understand and observe 
the habits of sheep and goats on high mountain ranges,” among other 
things. Besides their alleged herding qualifications, Dangberg and Park 
said that since the early twentieth century Basques not only became the 
backbone in the labor pool of the sheep industry, but also they had con-
solidated as a legitimate immigrant community in Nevada.25 

But while they enthusiastically glorified and praised Basque sheep-
herders, the request would again discriminate against Mexicans as un-
desired labor. “For the most part Mexicans are dissatisfied in the area 
owing to the fact, apparently, that there are no Mexican communities to 
which they can go for recreation and also to the fact that winter at these 
latitudes is too cold for them.” Dangberg and Park explained as follows 
the allegedly ideal labor environment that existed among the members 
of the Basque sheepherding community in Nevada: “Affiants, each for 
himself, states that to the best of his knowledge there has never been 
any strike or other concerted action of herders against their employers 
and each further affirms that he has never heard of any concerted action 
of employers against herders and that the employer-employee relation 
has always been personal and individual.” Since herders spent long peri-
ods of time alone far from the employers’ supervision, docility was one 
of the most desirable properties of labor in the sheep industry. In addi-
tion, they declared that the herders’ wages had gone up by 71 percent 
during World War II —  from about $70 to $120. They concluded that if 
there was not early relief from the Basque labor shortage, then it would 
result in the final “reduction of flock or complete liquidation of them . . . 
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[and] such liquidation will lead to the loss to the nation of wealth in our 
mountain areas.” All in all, thus, the NRSOA requested seventy-five 
Basques from the Old Country as soon as possible in order to work with 
the sheep in Nevada.26

On the same day, June 30, John Dangberg wrote letters to the local 
offices of both the Immigration and Naturalization Service and the 
Employment Service in Reno, notifying them of the affidavit submit-
ted in the request for the seventy-five Basque workers. He also wrote to 
McCarran noting their application. Dangberg stated that this application 
was only a small patch within the larger problem and suggested that the 
situation required an exceptional measure. He said that the 1924 immi-
gration law was strangling woolgrowers because it impeded the recruit-
ment of more Basque immigrants. He stated the difficulties associated 
with “the situation with respect to slaughter quotas and the highly dan-
gerous effect” on sheep production. He continued by saying that feed was 
very short and “the quota system is tending to back up finished stuff in 
the hands of producers thereby reducing the available supply of vital feeds 
for finishing livestock later in the year.” McCarran for his part agreed 
with Dangberg and blamed the frequent administrative transfers between 
different government agencies as holding up the procedures to import 
Basque immigrants. He criticized the federal bureaucracy as follows: “I got 
so ‘damned’ mad at the inefficient, mismanaged bungling of this job in the 
various federal agencies that I nearly popped. . . . I might say that I nec-
essarily refrained from mentioning a number of things that were running 
through my mind.” Although frustrated, McCarran continued to seek so-
lutions that would enable the importation of Basque immigrant workers.27

During that summer, while the American and British troops were 
gaining ground in Italy as part of the Allied military offensive against 
the Axis powers, the broader ranch labor situation did not significantly 
improve, but it was slightly better than last summer largely because of 
the concerted efforts of the sheep operators. However, this did not reduce 
the broad effort to recruit Basque laborers. On July 15, Colonel Philip G. 
Bruton, deputy of the War Food Administration’s corps of engineers, in-
formed McCarran that all the attempts to induce the Mexican govern-
ment to allow the importation of Basque refugees who were residing 
in Mexico had failed. Considering the acute situation and the refusal of 
the sheepmen to employ Mexicans, Bruton informed the senator about 
the availability of experienced “Spanish Americans” in New Mexico. He 
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suggested that hiring those sheepherders could work as an alternative 
to the Basques. Bruton explained, “These people do not have as good a 
background as the Basques, but if we do not have any success in import-
ing Basques, we are going to have to develop the next best source.”28

McCarran, however, was not at all satisfied with Bruton’s answer 
and appeared very skeptical at his suggestion: “I wish to say right now 
that I do not know whether these Spanish-Americans can be so trained 
as to become good sheepherders,” he wrote. The Nevada ranch owners 
were also not pleased with the idea. According to John Dangberg, al-
though the recruitment of those proposed “Spanish-American” work-
ers in New Mexico could help to answer the herder shortage, “I am not 
sure that I know what these people are, whether South Americans or 
naturalized Spaniards.” Having in mind the abundant Mexican agricul-
tural labor in the Southwest, Dangberg questioned the qualifications 
of those sheepherders along the lines of a racial and ethnic prejudice. 
Nevertheless, he wanted to stay optimistic about the possibility of re-
cruiting these workers and further said that “anyone who is willing [sic] 
to herd or to learn to herd will be better than no one at all.” However, he 
noted, “the employment of them might not be a very workable thing.” 
The Forest Service proposed that these laborers be sent to sheepherd-
ing training programs. To Dangberg, this option was impractical because 
there was no time to properly train unskilled laborers—according to him, 
this required at least three years. For these reasons, Dangberg reaffirmed 
his idea that their “best hope lies in the direction of Spanish or French 
Basques if and when the international situation clears up.”29

In other western states, while many sheepmen were having consid-
erable difficulties in securing Basque sheep labor, they started to employ 
Mexicans. Nonetheless, Dangberg and other Nevadans persisted to find 
ways to bring Basques. However, in those years after the Spanish Civil 
War, not only did immigration restrictions present obstacles but Nevada 
ranchers experienced additional difficulties because of Francisco Franco’s 
rule and his support of the Axis powers against the Allies during World 
War II. In the fall of 1943, the recruiting process of Basque herders from 
Spain was further interrupted by the war events in the Mediterranean.30

Francisco Franco’s nonbelligerent stance, yet decidedly pro-Axis 
sympathies, made Spain a “thorny issue” for the Allies. In the summer 
of 1943, the United States and Great Britain launched an offensive in 
northern Africa, aiming next at Sicily and then the Italian peninsula. 
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Since the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War, the Roosevelt administra-
tion’s foreign policy toward Spain was marked by a profound ambiva-
lence and improvisation. When the United States formally entered the 
war after the bombing of Pearl Harbor on December 8, 1941, Franco, for 
his part, adopted an increasingly opportunistic and pragmatic policy to 
prevent any possible attack by the Allies. The ideological implications 
of Franco’s regime and its collaboration with Adolf Hitler disturbed the 
uneasy relations between the United States and Spain. In close coop-
eration with Great Britain, the U.S. government had aimed to prevent 
Franco from joining the Axis powers and to keep the fascist regime neu-
tral by supplying Spain with food goods and other raw materials, espe-
cially petroleum, needed to keep Spain’s ruined economy afloat. At the 
beginning of the war, Roosevelt had approached Franco with the aim 
of distancing the dictator from the Axis bloc. Later on, Roosevelt fur-
ther warned Franco that his collaboration with Hitler would have se-
rious consequences in its future relationships with the United States. 
Under pressure from a domestic public opinion strongly against the 
Spanish fascist cause, the Roosevelt administration pursued a careful 
policy, which consisted of pumping supplies into Spain in order to keep 
Franco away from the war. As long as Franco cooperated with Hitler, the 
U.S. government did not consider any formal agreement with Spain. 
Nevertheless, in Spain, Franco’s regime maintained its international 
alignment with the Axis until the demise of Hitler’s Germany.31

After the summer of 1943, and despite the course of the war 
against the Axis powers in southern Europe, the Immigration and 
Naturalization Service in San Francisco started processing the applica-
tion for the importation of the seventy-five Basques. The recruitment 
of this group of Basque workers had to be admitted under the terms 
prescribed in the provision applying to the importation of “skilled” 
contract labor in the Immigration Act of 1917. In order to determine 
the application of the law, the Immigration and Naturalization Service 
in San Francisco requested that the NRSOA provide exact locations of 
the seventy-five Basques whom the Nevada ranch owners desired to 
employ. The NRSOA, however, was unable to provide exact addresses 
of Basques in Spain because many of the Basque Americans living in 
Nevada had lost many contacts since the civil war broke out and the 
subsequent establishment of Franco’s rule. However, Dangberg was 
optimistic and thought that, in a near future, “it would be possible to 
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reestablish relations with these people and again recruit qualified herd-
ers from the area that has supplied the skilled men on whom the range 
sheep industry depends for existence.”32 

Once again, Dangberg made it perfectly clear that the selection 
for the recruitment of sheepherders was to be restricted to Basques. 
Interestingly enough, Dangberg suggested to immigration officials how 
the importation of Basque sheepherders might occur in such a critical 
international context. He proposed to send immigration agents to the 
main Basque ports —  Bilbao and San Sebastián —  as well as other small 
coastal towns. Unemployed men might enroll as a way to escape from 
Franco’s Spain. From there, they would embark onboard any ship, which 
periodically sailed from South America to Spain. Following Dangberg’s 
suggestions, then, those Basque immigrants would endure an ardu-
ous triangular transatlantic journey: sail from Spain, pass through any 
South American country, and eventually deliver themselves in any state 
in the American West.33 

Furthermore, Dangberg proposed for the first time to the Immigration 
and Naturalization Service to use the issue of the Basque immigrant 
sheepherders as a bargaining chip in the foreign relations between the 
United States and Spain. Dangberg wrote in a letter to the Immigration 
and Naturalization Service in San Francisco dated October 5: “It would 
seem from other information which we now have that the Franco gov-
ernment might be willing to exchange herders (Basque citizens) for sup-
plies.” In another letter of October 23, replying to the Immigration and 
Naturalization Service’s inquiries of eligible sheep workers’ contacts, 
Dangberg pointed out again the conditions of relations with Spain: “From 
what we read, it seems to us that the present policy of our Government 
is to maintain good relations with the existing Spanish Government, and 
that it is the strong desire of the Spanish Government to maintain good 
relations with both the United States and Great Britain.” Interested in re-
cruiting Basques by all means, Dangberg suggested that the sheepherder 
question could serve as an indirect vehicle to conclude broader strategic 
understandings between the United States and Franco’s Spain, despite 
the differences that prevented the fulfillment of a mutual agreement be-
tween the two governments. Dangberg forwarded this correspondence to 
McCarran. In response, the Senator from Nevada quickly decided that in 
order to secure sheep laborers from the Basque Country, dialogue with the 
dictator Franco must happen.34
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In November 1943, the Immigration and Naturalization Service 
granted the NRSOA permission to import seventy-five Basque immi-
grant workers for temporary employment by the members of the wool-
grower associations for a period ending October 15, 1944. They required 
employers to post a bond in the sum of $5,000 in order to ensure de-
parture of the workers within the time period of the visa, and required 
a forfeiture sum of $500 for any failure to depart. But this temporary 
permission to import the seventy-five Basques was not well received 
at all since these immigrants had only one-year work permits. John 
Dangberg persuaded Thomas B. Shoemaker, deputy commissioner of 
the Immigration and Naturalization Service, to extend the time permit-
ted to a period of three to five years. According to Dangberg, one year 
was not enough time for an immigrant to adapt to a new work environ-
ment. However, the Immigration and Naturalization Service was not in 
a position to grant permission for the importation of those Basque im-
migrants for a longer period than one year. But ranchers still could make 
an application before the expiration date for work permit extension.35

The Immigration and Naturalization Service then informed the State 
Department’s Division of European Affairs in order to discuss the impor-
tation procedure of the seventy-five Basque herders from Franco’s Spain. 
The Division of European Affairs suggested that as far as transportation 
was concerned, there was no need to first send Basque immigrants through 
any South American ship, as Dangberg had previously suggested, because it 
was already operating the longstanding Compañía Transatlántica Española 
[Spanish Transatlantic Company], founded in 1850, which plied regularly 
between the North Atlantic ports of Spain and the port of New Orleans. 
Second, regarding the issue of reaching an international agreement in order 
to export Basques from Spain —  because this transatlantic passenger ship 
business was already active in Spain—the Division of European Affairs 
contended that “there would appear to be no necessity for any diplomatic 
action in this regard.” Nevertheless, the State Department indicated that 
those Basques desiring to enter the United States had to make an applica-
tion individually in the usual manner for immigration visas.36 Although 
the American consular officers abroad were eager to collaborate with the 
NRSOA undertaking the recruitment of the seventy-five Basques from 
Spain, the US–Spanish relations were still uncertain.37

This transatlantic traffic flow referenced by the Division of European 
Affairs reinforces the idea that by that time, Franco’s regime was not 
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as hermetic and isolated as has traditionally been said. This case also 
demonstrates how the State Department’s approach to Franco’s Spain 
differed from the U.S. administration’s during World War II. While 
the State Department was more prone to negotiate with Franco and 
strengthen commercial ties between the two countries, Roosevelt dis-
agreed over whether to continue military and humanitarian aid to Spain. 
In any case, however, Franco was clearly moving toward a warmer rela-
tionship with the United States. In late 1943, there was no doubt of an 
Allied victory. In October, Franco had reaffirmed its position of “strict 
neutrality” in the war, and as the year ended, Franco’s regime progres-
sively began to move toward the Allies and the United States.38

On December 4, the NRSOA informed its members about the latest 
progress in the effort to get Basque sheep workers into the United 
States to replace the old and ill herders, as well as those men who 
transferred to defense industries and other jobs. The head of NRSOA 
also briefly explained the steps involved in importing Basque immi-
grants: first, members of the association individually must contact 
eligible Basque workers and arrange means of their transportation; 
second, those contacted individuals must appear before the American 
Consulate office in Bilbao to apply for visitors’ visas to enter the 
United States; and third, the head of NRSOA also guaranteed its mem-
bers that the association would provide assistance in any way possible 
to obtain extensions of time for those herders to remain in the United 
States. The American Embassy in Spain decentralized this recruiting-
based immigrant visa process to the consular office in Bilbao, Biscay, 
in order to both facilitate Basque enrollment and concentrate applica-
tion processing in the Basque Country.39

After a long and intense process, the U.S. government finally al-
lowed the recruitment of Basque immigrant workers for employment 
in Nevada. On December 18, McCarran wrote an encouraging letter to 
Dangberg saying that they had already laid the foundation for subse-
quent importations of Basques from the same country: “We had a long 
hard fight on this matter, but I believe the groundwork has been so laid 
that additional importation of Basque herders will be handled more ex-
peditiously.” For their part, Nevada ranchers celebrated the results ob-
tained and other western woolgrowers congratulated Dangberg for his 
work. However, the NRSOA still had some work to do before the re-
cruitment of those Basques could be fully accomplished.40  
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The NRSOA needed to advertise the existence of these jobs in the 
Basque Country. Otherwise, no Basque would have found out about the 
possibility to emigrate and become a sheepherder in the Far West under 
the Francoist regime. It became increasingly difficult to recruit Basques 
from traditional sources because of the postwar problems in Spain and 
the context of war in Western Europe. Dangberg had requested help from 
the Basque members of the NRSOA to aid in the process of informing 
their countrymen about the possibility of emigrating by applying for job 
openings. Nonetheless, the Basques of Nevada could not contact their 
family members and friends in such a turbulent period. Also, the Basque-
American community doubted that the Spanish state would allow the re-
cruitment of Basques, as Franco’s repressive apparatus had particularly 
targeted this population. Indeed, contrary to the State Department’s opti-
mism, Francisco Franco’s rule posed new challenges for importation of this 
labor. Before continuing with the selecting and hiring process, the NRSOA 
wanted to have assurance from Franco’s regime that it would permit the 
recruitment of workers from the Basque Country.41 

During the early years of the dictatorship, Franco’s regime did not 
have a well-articulated foreign policy. Neither did it have a clearly de-
fined plan of action on certain kinds of international issues, such as the 
emigration of Basque laborers. In August 1941, Franco’s regime had pro-
hibited by executive order emigration from Spain. This emigration re-
striction served as another repressive act against the defeated Republican 
army, opponents, and those considered enemies of Franco’s regime who 
were interested in leaving the country. At first, however, the regime 
could not strictly enforce the prohibition of emigration due largely to in-
stitutional weaknesses and lack of expertise on these issues. In the early 
1940s, after the Spanish Civil War, Franco’s systematic repression of po-
litical opposition, increased poverty levels, and prolonged food shortages 
pushed many Basques to go into exile. Large groups of exiles and a ru-
ral-urban migration process caused significant population decrease and 
displacement. As a result, in the early postwar years, with World War 
II as a backdrop, Franco’s regime needed cheap and pliable labor for the 
reconstruction of the Spanish economy. Consequently, any exportation 
of labor from Spain to the United States, such as the Basque immigrant 
workers, would have to be greatly compensated.42

By the end of 1943, with Allied victories, Franco had adopted an in-
creasingly pragmatic policy reaffirming not just nonbelligerence but 
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now neutrality. Taking advantage of this favorable moment to open ne-
gotiation, on December 28, McCarran, responding to the supplications of 
Dangberg, addressed Juan Francisco de Cárdenas, Spanish Ambassador 
in Washington, D.C., outlining the situation to him and urging cooper-
ation with the United States in this matter. McCarran asked permission 
to bring seventy-five workers to the United States for sheepherding and 
to send a licensed Basque American from Nevada to undertake the re-
cruitment work in the Basque Country.43

On the next day, Cárdenas informed McCarran that the present law 
prohibited Spanish labor recruitment in foreign countries. Cárdenas in-
voked the 1907 Emigration Law, which read as follows: “The recruitment 
of immigrants and propaganda to foster emigration, as well as the exis-
tence of agencies directed to that purpose, are prohibited, under penalties 
established by law.” In 1907, the Spanish government of Antonio Maura 
had passed this emigration law as part of its conservative “top-down rev-
olution” that looked at more government intervention and regulation to 
address the socioeconomic problems affecting Spain in the early twenti-
eth century. Owing to these legal impediments to recruit Basque work-
ers, Cárdenas explained to McCarran that he could not do anything to 
help with this matter before obtaining central governmental authoriza-
tion. Cárdenas suggested McCarran contact the U.S. Embassy in Madrid 
through the Department of State as a way to approach Franco’s regime 
and for “explaining the case to see whether, in view of the situation cre-
ated by the war, something could be done.” This correspondence marks 
the beginning of the negotiating process between Senator McCarran and 
Franco’s regime that would lead to other diplomatic efforts beyond the 
recruitment of Basque immigrant workers.44

On January 3, 1944, McCarran informed Dangberg that “the 
Spanish immigration laws are dead against us and therefore we will 
have to continue to work through the State Department.” After receiv-
ing McCarran’s notification and a generalized sense of fear among the 
local Basque immigrant community, Dangberg came to realize that it 
was too risky sending a Basque American from Nevada into Spain to 
recruit workers who would have been under the threat of Franco’s mil-
itary. The NRSOA considered the possibility of making contacts di-
rectly through a middleman living in Spain to arrange all the recruiting 
process. However, considering the character of the Francoist regime, 
Dangberg suggested that they develop a diplomatic means through the 
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U.S. Embassy in Madrid to ensure completely safe arrangements: “We 
believe, however, that we will be in a better position and the men will 
also if as the Spanish Ambassador suggests we take up the matter with 
our Embassy in Madrid to see whether, in view of the situation created 
by the war, something could be done.” In early 1944, the United States 
increasingly pressured Franco to meet its demands of strict neutral-
ity. After continued diplomatic negotiations with the U.S. government, 
Franco yielded to the Allies’ pressure to adopt an increasingly neu-
tral policy and completely eliminate Spanish assistance to Hitler (even 
though it was small), such as eliminating wolfram exports to Germany 
or interrupting the logistical support to the Nazi espionage activities in 
the Spanish territory. Dangberg viewed these political changes as a good 
opportunity to seek approval of Franco’s regime at the earliest possible 
date to proceed with the recruiting process in Spain.45

The NRSOA continued working toward their goal of once and for 
all bringing the group of Basques to Nevada. In late January 1944, John 
Dangberg hired a Basque in Spain to work for them as a labor agent in 
order to search for workers and recruit a labor crew. The man in ques-
tion was Martin Goñi, a former sheepherder in Nevada known by many 
ranchers who had been living in the Basque Country in his hometown 
Urritza, Navarre, for ten years after previously working in Nevada for 
many years. Goñi accepted the job offer to recruit Basque laborers and 
channel them to Nevada, acting as the middleman. In this position, he 
became the intermediary not only between the NRSOA and workers, 
but also between Spanish and U.S. immigration-related authorities.

By early February, Martin Goñi had already recruited a crew of men 
from the province of Navarre ready to depart to the United States. Goñi 
said that, if all of the required procedures were completed properly, these 
Basque immigrant workers could arrive in Nevada by mid-June of the 
same year. Ranchers were required to follow the following procedures 
in order to secure these workers: first, send a check for steamship fare in 
the sum of $428 per worker; second, pay for incidental costs, including 
Spanish and U.S. taxes, amounting to no more than $50 for each man; 
third, as requested by the U.S. government, file a bond in the sum of 
$500 for each worker imported, guaranteeing his return-trip to Spain; 
and forth, advance the rail fare from New Orleans to Reno. Furthermore, 
the NRSOA had taken out a travel insurance to cover unexpected prob-
lems while traveling from the port of Bilbao to Nevada.46
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By late February, the NRSOA had collected all the money for the 
issuance of visas and arrangements to purchase tickets for the pro-
spective immigrant workers. But then, a new problem emerged. The 
post–Civil War context in Spain, marked by severe repression and op-
pression, posed a threat to this transaction and to the agent Martin Goñi. 
On March 17, 1944, in view of the money license exchange difficulties, 
Howard K. Travers, chief of the State Department’s Visa Division, recom-
mended Dangberg to deposit transportation and visa costs with the New 
York office of the Compañía Transatlántica Española, the steamship com-
pany concerned. However, the fares paid in the United States doubled 
those paid in Spain. Dangberg sent a telegram asking if it was possible to 
handle the “advance of fares” through the U.S. Consul in Bilbao, Harry 
F. Hawley. Dangberg presented Travers with the idea of inducing the 
American Consulate in Bilbao to make the payment of funds to Martin 
Goñi or even supervise such a payment, considering the complicated 
context in Spain at this time. Eventually, this idea was pursued, and the 
NRSOA made the transaction of $30,000, ensuring that the transaction 
was complete with all guarantees given the instability after the war in 
Spain. By that time, Cordell Hull, secretary of state, had become directly 
involved in the Basque labor issue himself. In the shadows of the war, 
while the United States was negotiating with Franco from a superior 
economic and military position, the Basque labor matter went so far as 
to involve even the highest levels of the State Department.47

On March 23, 1944, Francisco de Amat, Spanish Consul in San 
Francisco, sent a telegram to the civil governor of Navarre certifying 
the NRSOA through its labor agent Martin Goñi to recruit a group of 
Basque workers and send them to Nevada. At this moment, Franco’s 
regime accepted the conditions to export the Basque crew to the United 
States. However, Spanish authorities also counted Martin Goñi within 
the total of seventy-five Basques permitted to emigrate. Thus, Goñi 
had to recruit seventy-four Basque immigrants. Surprisingly enough, 
Francisco de Amat required the NRSOA to sign a labor contract that 
aimed to define decent working conditions for the Basques, such as: 
prevailing wage, protection in case of injury during employment, and 
even guaranteed return fares if they were not satisfied. While Dangberg 
progressively completed all the formal steps to bring the seventy-four 
Basque herders from Spain and pursue diplomatic channels to address 
the Basque labor problem, John K. Robbins and D. A. Hughes, president 
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and secretary of the ENSGA respectively, were in Mexico in search of 
Basque herders. At the same time, other western woolgrowers associa-
tions were looking to the Nevada sheepmen’s associations as the lead-
ers in monitoring and recruiting Basque immigrant workers. As a new 
lambing season was approaching and the unsolved labor shortage ham-
pered sheep production, frustration and worry continued to spread 
across all the American West.48

By mid-May, after eighteen months of intense spadework, Goñi had 
everything set up for sending the Basque workers to Nevada. The crew 
was divided into two groups and departed separately to the United States. 
On May 14, 1944, the first group consisting of forty-two Basque work-
ers, including Goñi who was in charge of the crew, departed from the 
port of Bilbao. From Bilbao to New Orleans, these Basque immigrants 
endured a long voyage on board the steamship Marqués de Comillas 
of the Spanish Transatlantic Company, stopping first in a Cuban port. 
Meanwhile, Dangberg made all the necessary arrangements for the re-
ception of the Basque crew with the Immigration and Naturalization 
office in New Orleans. Also, he purchased the tickets for the Basque im-
migrants from the Southern Pacific Lines of the New Orleans & Texas 
Pacific Railway Co. and made all the preparations with A. C. Ziegan, di-
vision passenger agent of the same company in New Orleans, to bring 
them to Nevada. At the same time, Dangberg continued with the legal 
steps to secure the remaining thirty-two Basque immigrant workers 
who sailed from Bilbao on June 15. 

One month after the departure, on the night of June 16, the first 
group of Basque workers arrived at the port of New Orleans. The next 
morning, after passing through immigration control, Martin Goñi 
and the forty-two other Basques embarked on a train ride from New 
Orleans to Reno, where they arrived five days later on June 22, set “to 
become sheepherders on Nevada ranges,” as the Reno Evening Gazette 
reported. The editorial of the Gazette described the Basques’ arrival as 
follows: “The Basque contingent arrived shortly after 9 am and the 
men left the cars, many of them wearing the characteristic small black 
berets.” In the train station, the impatient ranchers and other mem-
bers of the local Basque-American community greeted the immigrants. 
Immediately after their arrival, they went to the Santa Fe Hotel, one of 
the local Basque boardinghouses, to have breakfast. Afterward, work-
ers and employers met with Harmon E. Hosier, the officer in charge 
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of the Immigration and Naturalization Service, to complete all neces-
sary legal paperwork. Considered as a highly valuable human com-
modity, the names of the Basque immigrant workers were written on 
slips of paper and placed in a hat. Ranchers put their hands into the 
hat and pulled out slips. The names of the individuals written on the 
slips became the ranchers’ new employees. Soon after the raffle, ranch-
ers went back to their respective ranges with their newly hired work-
ers. One month later, the remaining thirty-two Basque workers reached 
Nevada. After tremendous effort to bring these workers from Spain to 
work in Nevada, the recruitment of the seventy-four (plus Martin Goñi, 
seventy-five) Basques did alleviate some of the labor shortage in Nevada. 
Nevertheless, it did not solve the entire labor shortage problem in the 
American West.49

Some days later, Dangberg wrote that the seventy-four Basque 
immigrants “seem to be sober and industrious young men.” 
Dangberg had indirectly justified the exclusive recruitment of 
Basque immigrants on the grounds of their superior skills. According 
to him, Basques had racial attributes that prepared them for sheep-
herding. Against this argument, however, most of those Basques had 
never worked before in the sheep industry or were not qualified 
herders. One of those seventy-four Basque newcomers, José Antonio 
Santesteban, who arrived in Reno in the second group, wrote a letter 
in August in Spanish to Dangberg requesting a transfer to another 
job because he had no idea how to work with sheep. On his arrival 
with the rest of the crew in Reno, Santesteban was assigned to work 
for the ranch owned by the Basque sheepman Bert Ithurburu in 
Susanville, California. Santesteban desired to change his occupa-
tion as a sheepherder because, as he pointed it out to Dangberg, he 
had no experience working with livestock: “I have never worked in 
this type of occupation in my life and I don’t know anything about 
raising livestock.” In this letter, Santesteban explained that before 
his recruitment, he made this clear to Martin Goñi and also that 
he could work as a mechanic. Goñi overlooked Santesteban’s inex-
perience with sheep work. This was not a problem and he included 
Santesteban in the work crew. Santesteban simply desired to emi-
grate to escape Franco’s regime, find a new life, and once settled in 
the United States, send for his wife. This testimony reinforces the 
thesis that Basque immigrants were not by nature adapted to sheep 
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grazing or even skilled herders as Dangberg and other ranchers con-
tinuously insisted in their quest to employ Basques.50 

“Keep It Working”: Discretion and Cooperation

The case of the seventy-four Basque workers represented a political 
success for Nevada. Sheepmen all over the American West had great 
admiration for the Nevada ranchers. Further, other woolgrower asso-
ciations contacted Dangberg for guidance on importing more Basques 
from Spain. Besides advising these woolgrowers, Dangberg urged them 
to keep working with their representatives and encouraged more effec-
tive cooperation among western associations on the importation of the 
Basques. Dangberg suggested other secretaries of woolgrower associ-
ations “explore the future,” working discreetly without attracting ex-
cessive attention. On August 7, 1944, Dangberg noted: “Publicity is not 
desirable and may have serious repercussions if it attracts the atten-
tion of organized groups, leading to agitation and conflict which would, 
in turn, create an unfavorable attitude towards importation of men on 
the part of the government agencies involved.” In view of the urgent 
need for more labor, according to Dangberg, western woolgrowers had 
to act together and take advantage of the favorable circumstances to set 
up formal programs for more Basque immigrant workers on a regular 
basis. In the fall of 1944, there was closer collaboration among western 
woolgrower associations.51

John Dangberg saw it necessary to reach a stable diplomatic agree-
ment that would allow recruiting and exporting Basques to the United 
States. Since Franco’s regime prohibited private employment agencies 
from operating in Spain, Dangberg proposed making these arrange-
ments in more informal ways. Intending to evade the Spanish legisla-
tion, he suggested working through a Basque man “acting in response to 
a request of the boys and not [sic] as the agent of the importing agency.” 
McCarran also did not give up on the matter. On August 24, McCarran 
wrote to Dangberg: “After the difficulty in setting up the program, we 
must do everything possible to keep it working.” McCarran took this 
issue up through the State Department and the American Embassy in 
Madrid. On September 7, 1944, Secretary of State Cordell Hull wrote a 
letter to Pat McCarran expressing his willingness to cooperate and reach 
an agreement to appoint an agent in Spain to assist in the recruitment 
of the Basque immigrant workers. The State Department transmitted 
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all the correspondence of McCarran and Dangberg to the U.S. Embassy 
in Madrid.52

Other western woolgrower associations also worked to import 
Basque workers from Spain emulating the work of the NRSOA. On 
January 1, 1945, Dangberg wrote a long letter to M. C. Claar, secretary 
of the Idaho Wool Growers Association, in which he encouraged him to 
keep working on the importation of more Basque immigrant workers, 
but remained honest about the difficulties of this adventure. In order 
to achieve successful results, as Dangberg explained, it was necessary 
to have close cooperation with their congressional delegation and local 
ranchers’ strong commitment to this matter and be ready to “make the 
decisions and assume responsibility when unexpected situations arise.” 
Dangberg wrote: “By far-seeing, we mean men who will see that their 
own labor difficulties can only be solved if they work out a solution that 
benefits the entire area or state participating.” In January 7, 1945, six 
days later, the Idaho Woolgrowers celebrated their Fifty-Second Annual 
Meeting, in which the Basque labor shortage was the first major point 
to discuss.53 

From California, woolgrowers also began making plans to import a 
group of Basques from Spain. In the month of January 1945, assisting 
his constituents’ needs, California representative Alfred James Elliott ad-
dressed the Spanish Embassy in Washington, D.C., requesting permis-
sion to recruit Basques in Spain. On January 31, 1945, Eduardo María 
Danis, Spanish first consul in Washington, D.C., wrote back to Elliott 
saying that “neither this Representation nor the Spanish government 
is opposed in principle to the plan, though we feel that this is a question 
to be carefully tended to, if the interests of those Basques sheep herd-
ers are to be duly protected.” Comparing with the previous years, fur-
thermore, Elliott appeared more interested to reach an agreement and 
he suggested creating a guest worker program similar to the Mexican 
Bracero, but with the Spanish government:

Former contracts concerning Spaniards brought to this coun-
try for the same purpose, have not been quite satisfactory and 
difficulties have arisen, which, if possible, we wish to avoid in 
the present case.

An agreement between the Governments of Spain and the 
United States, similar to that existing between the United States 
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and Mexico for the engagement of Mexican workers, would be 
the best solution, and the efforts of this Embassy will be directed 
to that purpose. But, since this is a question which will probably 
take some time to decide, and apparently the case you refer to has 
a certain urgency, it would perhaps be convenient to try to find a 
temporary arrangement.54 

This approach to the recruitment of Basque sheepherders by Eduardo 
Danis reflected a change in Francoist foreign policy toward the United 
States. Although informal, closeness between the United States and 
Franco’s Spain increased, as the Allies conquered more territory from 
Germany and demonstrated their military power. 

Dangberg for his part opposed the suggestion of the Spanish Embassy 
to articulate a plan similar to the Bracero program for Basque sheep-
herders. Dangberg said that he preferred that Basque immigrant work-
ers not be classified as temporary workers, but as permanent, because 
ranchers wanted long-term workers and perhaps permanent residents. 
Furthermore, Basque immigrants themselves asserted that they “will not 
leave Spain [sic] unless they can come with some assurance that they are 
coming for permanent residence [sic] or for five or ten years.” He added: 

Believing that the need for the men would continue to be critical 
and that our government would recognize this fact, we gave them 
assurance that this would be the case. These Basques are individu-
alists and one of their reasons for emigrating is to realize greater 
freedom in America. It does not seem that an intergovernmen-
tal program would give them this desired freedom even though it 
might, for a time, provide fares from Bilbao to California.55 

Dangberg informed McCarran about his posture toward the proposal 
from the Spanish Embassy to make a program of Basque migrant work-
ers. To Dangberg, it was necessary for another kind of labor program to 
secure the employment of Basque immigrant workers for longer terms 
in the sheep industry.56

While other western woolgrower associations started working to 
import small groups of Basques following Dangberg’s recommenda-
tions, the NRSOA and ENSGA joined forces to import a new crew of 
Basque immigrants from Spain. On February 15, 1945, John Dangberg 
contacted Howard K. Travers, chief of the Visa Division in the State 
Department, to make arrangements to import a new group of Basques. 
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This time, Dangberg asked Travers about the possibilities of recruiting 
Basque workers under the quota applied to Spain through a Basque mid-
dleman named Francisco Catalan not officially employed for recruiting 
labor. In this way, Dangberg aimed to evade Franco’s legislation, which 
did not permit any labor agency to operate in Spain. Much like in the 
previous case, for the purpose of accepting Basque immigrants as per-
manent residents, as distinguished from the rules applied to tempo-
rary workers, the U.S. government required Nevada sheepmen to apply 
to the Immigration and Naturalization Service for a waiver under the 
contract labor clause of the Immigration Act of 1917. This meant entry 
could only occur if the workers fit into a category of “skilled” labor that 
was not available in the U.S. population. Then, Nevada woolgrowers had 
to file immigrant visa petitions in the United States to employ more 
Basque immigrants from Spain which at the same time were subjected to 
the quota limits. Once the Immigration and Naturalization Service ap-
proved these individual applications, the State Department, through its 
consular office in Bilbao, proceeded to arrange the paperwork to allow 
these Basque immigrants enter the United States. Dangberg and other 
ranchers were frustrated with the slow procedure for determining im-
migrants’ eligibility for this particular visa. Thus, Dangberg suggested 
the need to establish an exceptional plan that would allow employing 
Basque immigrant workers from time to time responding to the ranch-
ers’ needs.57 

At the end of spring 1945, the war in Europe changed in important 
ways. In May 1945, Nazi Germany surrendered unconditionally to the 
Allies. After the fall of Nazism, during the summer months, the war 
front moved to the Pacific. During the final stages, following the United 
Nations Conference on International Organization in San Francisco, on 
August 2, 1945, President Harry S. Truman, the Soviet Union’s leader 
Joseph Stalin, and British prime minister Clement R. Attlee met in the 
Potsdam Conference where they tried to settle the international system 
to reorganize the ruined Germany and secure a peace agreement for 
postwar reconstruction. They also issued a joint declaration about the 
“Spanish Question,” rejecting publicly Franco’s regime and opposing 
its inclusion into the United Nations. Franco’s Spain was internation-
ally ostracized for its support of the Axis powers, being excluded from 
the American economic aid known widely as the Marshall Plan. After 
the collapse of the Third Reich, Franco’s Spain stood alone before the rest 
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of liberal western democracies and the Soviet Union. In these first years 
of the Cold War, Francoist foreign policy would be characterized by pa-
tience and pause: wait until the international context favored diplomatic 
ties with the United States.58

The lobbying efforts of Patrick McCarran not only satisfied Nevada 
woolgrowers’ demands, but his work also became crucial in setting 
the stage for subsequent programs to bring more Basque workers 
from Spain. At the beginning of 1945, John Dangberg had evaluated 
McCarran’s work positively and looked to an encouraging future on this 
matter under his patronage. He wrote: “We have been ably and sym-
pathetically supported throughout by Senator McCarran, who has, in 
fact, fathered this enterprise. He has repeatedly rescued it from the bogs 
of bureaucracy and has laid the foundation for others to follow in our 
footsteps.” By the beginning of the Cold War, the new post-war inter-
national situation, marked by a growing tension and hostility between 
the United States and the Soviet Union, channeled and legitimized the 
bilateral relations between the United States and Franco’s Spain. The 
question of Basque immigrant workers served to open up dialogue and 
even closer relations between the two countries in the developing Cold 
War context.59 

Summary

During wartime years, the work of the NRSOA with Pat McCarran 
became an example for other western woolgrower associations that con-
fronted the same labor shortage. Furthermore, the commodity character-
ized as “skilled labor” was necessary when the NRSOA and McCarran 
had to justify the urgent necessity of admitting Basque immigrants. This 
attitude in turn reinforced the notions of Mexican otherness and back-
wardness in the sheep industry of the American West. 

The federal agencies involved in the recruiting process of immigrants 
in the United States had not been enthusiastic about cooperating in the 
recruitment of Basques and insisted on the possibility of Mexican labor 
through the Bracero program. The NRSOA and other western sheep as-
sociations’ refusal to employ Mexican workers and the desire to hire 
only Basques made clear the ranchers’ wish to perpetuate the preferred 
Basque racial group to labor in the sheep industry. Despite everything, 
their efforts succeeded in obtaining the admission of a group of seventy-
four Basques. Although this small victory did not solve the entire labor 
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shortage, it set a precedent for subsequent actions to admit more Basques 
to Nevada and other western states. The scarcity of Basque immigrant 
labor remained a central problem for Nevada and western woolgrowers. 

The next chapter takes up an examination of how the postwar inter-
national interests of the United States and Spanish governments began 
to set an agenda open to the recruitment of Basque immigrant labor. 
More than ever, the recruitment of Basque immigrant labor to work in 
the western sheep industry became an important issue in the national 
definitions of both countries.
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7

The Basque Immigrant Sheepherder 
Question and U.S.–Spanish Relations 
during the early Cold War, 1945–1954

On April 30, 1952, Rafael Fagoaga, a twenty-three-year-old Basque im-
migrant living in Nevada, declared for the first time his intention to 
become a citizen of the United States. Fagoaga was born on November 
7, 1928 in the town of Lesaka in northern Navarre. Like other members 
of his family and many other youths of Lesaka, he had immigrated to 
the United States to become a sheepherder in the Far West. Fagoaga had 
left Spain during the early years of Francisco Franco’s dictatorship in the 
turbulent context of the political repression and economic depression of 
the late 1940s. When the opportunity to immigrate and work as a sheep-
herder in the Great Basin presented itself to him, Fagoaga did not think 
twice before leaving for America.

On February 27, 1948, at nineteen years of age, Fagoaga flew by 
commercial airliner, traveling from Madrid to Reno, entering the coun-
try legally via New York’s airport. It was his first time on a plane and 
being so far away from home. Soon after his arrival in Reno, Fagoaga 
traveled on to northeastern Nevada, settling in Elko County where he 
worked as a sheepherder. Evidently not wanting to return to Spain, 
after four years in the United States, Fagoaga enthusiastically applied 
for U.S. citizenship in the Fourth Judicial District at the courthouse of 
Elko County. He filled out the personal physical description on his cit-
izenship application as follows: “Sex, male; color, white; complexion, 
dark; color of eyes, brown; color of hair, brown; height, 5 feet 6 inches; 
weight, 165 pounds; visible distinctive marks, none; race, white.” As 
soon as he received his papers, Fagoaga quit the sheepherding job and 
began working as a bartender at the Star Hotel in the town of Elko 
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where he met his future wife —  Jean Pilar Martinez, a second-generation 
Basque-American girl who worked as a waitress at the same boarding-
house. They eventually married and raised together a family of three 
children.1

When considering the history of Basque immigrant sheepherd-
ers in America, the case of Rafael Fagoaga (1928–1996) is significant 
in many ways. The short length of his career in the sheep industry as a 
wage laborer contradicts the common narrative of Basques as an ethnic 
group destined only for sheepherding work. Fagoaga was one of the first 
Basque immigrants who were formally hired as a sheepherder under the 
labor-contract terms established by the Franco regime in the late 1940s. 
Moreover, he was one of those early Basques who came to the United 
States by plane, instead of by ship and then by rail to the West. He did, 
of course, have to reimburse his employer for his transportation, some-
thing that could be quite expensive at that time.

In the late 1940s and early 1950s, like almost every aspect of life 
in the United States, Basque immigration was conditioned by the 
postwar international context. In the aftermath of World War II, as 
long as the quota system remained in force, the problem of bring-
ing greater numbers of Basque immigrants persisted. As the Cold War 
intensified, relations between the United States and Spain warmed. 
The Franco regime saw the Basque immigrant sheepherder question 
as a means to improve relations with the United States even further. 
Franco’s regime soon understood that it could benefit by opening its 
doors to allow Basques to emigrate to the United States. By the second 
half of the 1940s, Franco’s regime had begun to take a direct interest 
in the Basque immigration to the American West. Although the U.S. 
government waited some years to formalize diplomatic relations with 
Franco’s Spain, trade increased along with more open and lenient pol-
icies on Basque immigrant labor from both countries. The geopolitical 
factors cannot be ignored in this development. 

The present chapter sets the Basque immigrant labor issue in the 
context of diplomatic negotiations between the United States and Spain 
that eventually crystallized into the Pact of Madrid in 1953 —  the military-
related cooperation contract between the two governments that officially 
ended the ostracism against Spain from western liberal democracies. 
This chapter analyzes how the process of importing more Basque labor 
from Spain was closely intertwined with the evolution of U.S.–Spanish 
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relations during the early Cold War. It explores the interests of both 
Patrick McCarran and Francisco Franco in encouraging further Basque 
immigration to the American West. 

The Struggle for Permanent Status, 1945–1947

In the aftermath of World War II, in the eyes of American ranchers 
and the general public, Basque immigrants were increasingly viewed 
as a highly valued “race” in the American West. The political efforts 
to persuade lawmakers to allow increasing numbers of Basque immi-
grants during wartime reinforced the image of the Basques as “good 
sheepherders.” Furthermore, public opinion considered Basques a dis-
tinct group of people who had become different through long isolation. 
This sense of uniqueness and rarity made Basques seem different from 
others and increasingly desirable as workers, especially as sheepherd-
ers. As Roy W. McNeal, the Hermiston, Oregon, irrigation district su-
pervisor, said about the Basque immigrant community settled in Jordan 
Valley in 1945: “The Baskoes [sic] are a fine people —  extremely patriotic 
to the United States, hard workers and law-abiding.”2 

While Basques had a reputation of being admirable workers, the 
sheep industry, where that reputation had been built, was facing a de-
teriorating economic situation. After World War II, although the agri-
cultural economy continued to grow, the economy in Nevada and other 
Western states changed in remarkable ways that significantly altered the 
sheep industry. Besides increasing federal regulation of livestock grazing 
on public lands and dietary diversification, the American sheep market 
was further affected by the importation of woolen goods from other 
countries. This foreign competition caused prices to fall in the sheep in-
dustry. While ranchers continued to graze livestock on Nevada ranges, 
they would do so largely on the public domain under the supervision of 
grazing districts administered by the new Bureau of Land Management 
(BLM) created in 1946 by executive order to replace the Grazing Service. 
Despite confronting new regulations in grazing districts, foreign com-
petition, and new synthetic fibers, sheep ranching continued as did the 
demand for immigrant workers to replace older sheepherders as well as 
those who had been drawn into urban occupations in the New West.3

In late 1945, Nevada ranchers continued to face urgent problems 
concerning the importation of Basques and the legalization of status 
for those immigrants whose work permits were soon expiring. The 
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NRSOA persisted not only in its efforts to bring greater numbers of 
Basque workers from Spain to the Great Basin, but it also started work-
ing to find ways to keep Basques in the country. On September 29, 1945, 
John Dangberg and D. W. Park, on behalf of the western Nevada wool-
growers, submitted an application at the office of the Immigration and 
Naturalization Service in Reno for the extension of visas for fifty-nine 
sheepherders of the seventy-four Basque immigrants who had arrived a 
year before. Dangberg and Park raised the previous arguments to justify 
the extension of the Basques’ temporary stay. According to them, the 
equation was as follows: “If the sheep industry is to be preserved in the 
particular sections skilled men are needed and these men are the only 
ones available.”4 Dangberg and Park wrote that ranchers had so far ex-
pressed their satisfaction with these Basques and the immigrants them-
selves desired to remain in that occupation as well. In the case that these 
men were required to leave the country before October 15, 1946 —  the 
date of expiration of their visas —  they said, the Nevada sheep industry 
was going to suffer an important economic loss: 

That the circumstances requiring the continued presence in the 
United States are that the services of these men are required 
where they are located to preserve and to continue the sheep in-
dustry. That the industry would suffer disastrous effects if the 
extension was not granted in that it would mean the reduction 
of herds by from 75,000 to 100,000 ewe sheep. That the employ-
ment of the men is continuous and will remain so during the life 
of this extension.5 

Along with this declaration was attached a list with the names of the 
fifty-nine sheepherders and their employers, as well as some other legal 
information pertaining to their immigration status.6 

The NRSOA had made the application through the Immigration and 
Naturalization Service for an extension of the duration of the visas of the 
fifty-nine sheepherders for one year —  from October 16, 1946, to October 
15, 1947. This application, however, was denied. The Immigration and 
Naturalization Service had determined that there was already suffi-
cient labor of this type in the United States and therefore, the com-
peting foreign labor must depart. However, Nevada ranchers demanded 
only Basques. Although this application was not immediately granted, 
John Dangberg continued working to renew all the legal documentation 
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of these Basque aliens with both the American and Spanish immigration 
authorities. Dangberg contacted the Spanish consulate in San Francisco 
to have the Basque sheepherders’ passports renewed and ready for the 
time the immigration authorities granted such permission. Dangberg 
never threw in the towel in his project to enable these fifty-nine work-
ers to remain in the country and persisted in his efforts to secure Basque 
labor in the rangelands of Nevada.7

In addition to the immigration issues concerning visa renewals, the 
postwar period revealed many cases of Basque immigrants who were 
residing illegally in the United States. During the Second World War, 
many Basques had entered the United States illegally or legally, either 
with temporary work permits or on tourist visas, and then stayed there 
after the expiration of their permits. In the early postwar period, these 
cases were sanctioned according to the law at the time when other non-
Basque immigrants were also in the same situation. By then, the U.S. 
government began considering measures to provide legal status to those 
aliens existing in the United States.

On August 7, 1946, the Seventy-Ninth Congress passed a federal 
private law “for the relief of certain Basque aliens.” This joint reso-
lution empowered and authorized the attorney general of the United 
States to cancel deportation proceedings in the particular cases of nu-
merous Basque immigrants who were illegally residing in Utah and 
Eastern Nevada. These Basque immigrants entered the United States 
during World War II and were admitted as “seamen,” although even-
tually ended up working as sheepherders. After the expiration of their 
work permits, those Basques remained illegally working as sheepherd-
ers. These “aliens,” the private law 818 read, “shall be considered as 
having been admitted for permanent entry as of the date of their actual 
entry on the payment of the visa fees of $10 and head taxes of $8 per 
person.” Under this act, the Secretary of State James F. Byrnes “shall in-
struct the proper quota-control officer to deduct nine numbers from the 
Spanish quota for the first year that the said Spanish quota is available.”8

Like in Nevada, the extension of temporary stay visas for those Basque 
sheepherders in the other western public-land states was also considered 
an urgent issue. In general terms, because the availability of manpower 
had increased after the war, the Immigration and Naturalization Service 
was less willing to allow Basque immigration or extend permits of those 
who were already residing in the country, because “labor of the type 
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for which the extension is requested is available in the United States.” 
Thus, when many sheep ranchers in the West tried to extend the work-
ing permits of their Basque workers, the Immigration and Naturalization 
Service first denied them on the grounds that there was already avail-
ability of this kind of labor for the postwar market. For example, Arthur 
H. Bohoskey, president of the Yakima Sheep Company in the state of 
Washington, had applied for an extension of visas to March 19, 1947, for 
seven Basque immigrants under his employ. But in November 1946, the 
Immigration and Naturalization Service’s central office in Philadelphia 
refused the application.9 In those cases where the ranchers could not le-
galize their contracted workers’ residence status in the United States, 
these Basque immigrant workers had to return to Spain.

Western woolgrowers continued to respond to the Basque labor 
problem by joining together in their fight to obtain extended visas 
for the sheepherders. On November 20, A. E. Lawson, secretary of the 
Washington Wool Growers’ Association, wrote to John Dangberg: “I 
wish to advise you so that you may be on your guard to protect your-
self in this matter, and also forestall any effort by the Immigration au-
thorities to send all of these Basque herders back to Spain.” Then, John 
Dangberg contacted other western woolgrower associations suggesting 
a mobilization of all the sheep ranchers and together to report the scar-
city of “skilled range sheepherders” in order to justify to the immigra-
tion authorities the necessity of keeping the Basque aliens in the country 
and importing more from Spain. Eventually, the continuous pressures 
from several associations and their respective representatives to the fed-
eral government pushed the Immigration and Naturalization Service to 
lessen its restrictive outlook.10 

On December 16, 1946, Joseph Savoretti, assistant commissioner of 
the Immigration and Naturalization Service in Philadelphia, informed 
J. M. Jones, secretary and treasurer of the National Wool Growers 
Association, that in view of the apparent shortage of “experienced and 
responsible herders . . . no action will be taken toward requiring the de-
parture of the above referred to importees for sixty days in order to 
afford the Yakima Sheep Company an opportunity to present evidence 
showing that the Emergency Farm Labor Office at Spokane was unable 
to furnish the labor desired.”11

Then, the National Wool Growers Association took the matter of 
“the lack of dependable sheepherders” in the American West to the 
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Department of Justice, Immigration and Naturalization Service. The 
problem of Basque labor plagued the sheep industry and concern spread 
to other areas in the American West. On January 12, 1947, the fifty-
fourth annual convention of the Idaho Wool Growers Association, pres-
ident T. H. Gooding, in his opening address, said: “Our labor situation 
is still a vital problem. We are still unable to obtain any new men from 
Spain. The Department of Immigration has turned down all requests for 
importation of Basques. Under the law, new labor can only be imported 
where there is an extreme shortage.”12

Dangberg, for his part, once again requested help from the Senator 
Pat McCarran on this issue. Both continued working together on this 
issue.13 In the second half of the 1940s, McCarran stood fast in the de-
fense of the interests of his Nevada constituents. By then, McCarran had 
become, as historian Jerome Edwards has said, “the undisputed political 
boss” in Nevada. Further, while he rose to national prominence as a sen-
ator in the Cold War political era, McCarran increasingly paid more at-
tention to international issues, as he became more convinced that global 
economic forces and other foreign factors affected directly or indirectly 
the welfare of Nevada. Once he had achieved this influence, McCarran 
was in the position to embark on other political adventures of interna-
tional character concerning issues related to trade, geopolitics, immi-
gration, and the labor market. In this moment of his political career, the 
senator from Nevada would fight on every front to bring more Basque 
immigrant workers from Spain.14

As a result of the efforts of McCarran on behalf of the sheep in-
dustry in Nevada, on March 14, 1947, eventually, Joseph Savoretti in-
formed Dangberg that the Immigration and Naturalization Service 
had granted an extension to stay for the fifty-nine Basque aliens 
until March 14, 1948; “upon consent of surety, provided that these 
aliens are employed only as sheepherders.” Thus, the Immigration 
and Naturalization Service granted an extension of residence for these 
Basque immigrants on condition that they had to post a new bond for 
maintenance of said workers’ status and guaranteeing their departure 
from the United States at the expiration of their temporary admission. 
In early 1947, Dangberg proceeded to make the necessary arrange-
ments to get everything done immediately. This included the renewal 
of the Basque sheepherders’ passports and Certificates of Nationality 
through the Spanish consulate in San Francisco, which facilitated most 
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of this bureaucratic process. Although the granted extension permits 
for an additional year solved the problem temporarily, Dangberg con-
sidered it insufficient. He was convinced that solving the Basque labor 
problem was more than just regularizing the legal status of those 
Basques residing in the United States.15

In spring 1947, Nevada representatives began taking action on the 
Basque labor problem. On April 15, the State Farm Labor Advisory 
Committee of Nevada adopted a resolution declaring their intention to 
extend the Emergency Farm Labor Program to December 31, 1947 (the 
labor plan had been established in 1942 to solve the generalized agri-
cultural labor shortage), “including the importation of foreign work-
ers as our experiences indicate that the domestic workers are still too 
unsettled and the supplies are not yet sufficient to fill all the needs for 
Agricultural workers.” Thus, for the year 1947, the Farm Labor Advisory 
Committee of Nevada considered it necessary to continue depending 
on immigrants “on certain types of work for which domestic work-
ers cannot be secured.” After December 31, 1947, this committee rec-
ommended development of a longtime agricultural program under the 
Federal Extension Service of the Department of Agriculture in order to 
create a new agricultural-trained workforce. Meanwhile, Nevada ranch-
ers continued working to set up their Basque workers’ immigration 
papers. The Immigration and Naturalization Service for its part kept 
watching closely the legal status of the Basque immigrants as contract 
laborers admitted under the waiver of the Alien Contract Labor Law.16

In early October 1947, John Dangberg sent a letter to all the NRSOA 
members requesting information from them concerning the sheepherd-
ers who had entered the country in the summer of 1944 and whose per-
mission of stay expired on March 14, 1948.17 The NRSOA sent this letter 
to their members with a view toward compiling data to use it “either 
to secure extensions of stay or to offer data supporting a bill to give all 
the bona fide herders permanent status in the country.” The urgency 
among sheep operators was clearly evident. Before the postman had 
even reached his mailbox, on October 8, Reginald Meaker, owner of the 
Maud Wheeler Sheep Company, had written a letter to the Dangbergs 
saying that he was hoping to extend the working permit of one of his 
Basque herders.18

Ranchers continued praising highly the Basque workers and ex-
pressed satisfaction with their employment. All of them agreed that they 
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wanted these Basque immigrants in the country working for them and 
the herders themselves had declared their desire to stay. It should be 
noted here that a great part of the sheep ranchers of the NRSOA were 
Basques themselves who had emigrated in the early part of the twenti-
eth century and had acquired prominent economic positions. This gave 
them the capacity to act on behalf of their compatriots.19

Some of the Basque sheepherders brought by the NRSOA in the 
summer of 1944 were employed by sheep ranch owners outside of 
Nevada in Idaho and Washington. Dangberg offered his assistance to 
the Idaho Wool Growers Association to help them see how their firms 
should proceed in an effort to extend the working permits of their 
laborers.20

Dangberg gathered the letters from the Nevada ranchers as a proof 
not only to extend these sheepherders’ stay, but also to use this data as 
a means to do something effective about getting them into the coun-
try permanently. On December 10, the NRSOA submitted an applica-
tion to the Immigration and Naturalization Service in Philadelphia to 
extend the stay of forty-eight Basque sheepherders. This was a part of a 
temporary answer to a broader problem, as all the western woolgrower 
associations believed that the seeds of a lasting solution lay in the es-
tablishment of a specific plan to import Basques that would answer to 
the demands of the associated sheep ranchers. In October 1947, from 
Twin Falls, J. H. Breckenridge, the president of the Idaho Wool Growers 
Association, had said: “Unless there is a change in the minds of young 
Americans concerning working with sheep, if our industry is to con-
tinue, I would say that not only will these work contract Basques have 
to stay but more young men from their country must be imported.” 
In December 1947, McCarran had already taken the first steps to put 
the forty-eight Basque sheepherders on permanent basis in the United 
States and began considering new formulas for the solution of the 
Basque sheepherder question.21 

Between McCarran and Franco:  
The Basque Sheepherder Question, 1947–1950

Once the war was over, Francisco Franco’s Spain was being excluded from 
the reconstruction process orchestrated primarily by the United States. 
First in San Francisco and later in Potsdam, the United States reaffirmed 
its position to isolate and exclude Franco’s regime from Marshall Plan 



 Basque Sheepherder Question and U.S.-Spanish Relations 223

aid. In the Cold War’s first years, the Spanish regime could do noth-
ing but remain silent and wait. Other issues soon absorbed the inter-
national community with the worldwide struggle between the United 
States and the Soviet Union being the most prominent. In the new in-
ternational context, the Franco’s regime could exploit its strong anti-
communist identity to its advantage and thus gain favor with the United 
States. As the Cold War worsened, the regime correctly assumed that the 
United States would seek to restore diplomatic relations in its mission to 
contain the expansion of the Soviet Union.

In the process, the international community pressured Franco to 
implement liberal democratic reforms. Nevertheless, despite contin-
ued pressure from the Western world, Franco’s regime strongly re-
sisted and took no steps at all toward real political democratization in 
Spain. Instead, the Spanish dictatorship pursued a wait-and-see for-
eign policy toward the United States. The strategy held consequences 
for Spain, which, in the absence of American financial aid, endured a 
long postwar economic depression. The Truman administration, for its 
part, appeared in no hurry to move. President Truman despised Franco 
(and McCarran) and before developing a new policy with the Spanish 
dictatorship, a change in presidential administrations was necessary in 
Washington. Nevertheless, it simultaneously promoted mutual com-
mercial relations and negotiated to solve issues involving the two coun-
tries. This included the case of the recruitment of Basque workers for 
sheepherding in Nevada.22

The postwar anticommunist movement in the United States looked 
upon Franco’s regime with some approval and certainly did not see it as 
a threat to American national security. There was in some of the politi-
cal climate of the early postwar era agitation against the reforms of the 
New Deal and criticism of Truman’s foreign policies. Republican critics 
charged the Truman administration with being soft on communism. In 
the emerging East–West struggle, some conservative voices pushed for 
recognition of Franco’s regime to bring Spain into the American orbit. 
The result of these Cold War circumstances was closer relations be-
tween the United States and Spain. Patrick McCarran, who had famil-
iarized himself with the political situation in Spain through his efforts 
to bring Basque immigrant workers to Nevada, was a leading propo-
nent of closer relations. Soon McCarran came to admire and esteem the 
Spanish dictator.23
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The Cold War formed the background for negotiations over Basque 
immigrant workers from Spain. In the postwar period, McCarran, now 
in his seventies, began to turn his attention to international issues. 
During the late 1940s, McCarran intruded himself into negotiations be-
tween the United States and Franco’s Spain. He also emerged at the fore-
front of the post-World War II “Red Scare” along with Joseph McCarthy 
of Wisconsin. Both were some of the first public voices in support of 
Franco’s dictatorship. For McCarran the issue of Basque sheepherders 
played an important role in shaping his attitude toward Franco’s Spain.24

On March 12, 1947, President Truman asked Congress to provide 
economic assistance to Greece and Turkey in the containment move 
against the Soviet Union. With the Truman Doctrine, the United States 
assumed a leading role in the worldwide struggle against the Soviet 
Union. Francisco Franco welcomed the news. The Spanish regime 
swiftly reaffirmed its anticommunist credentials and increased its anti-
communist rhetoric against the Soviet Union as part of the strategy to 
receive economic aid from the United States. The international con-
text opened many doors for Franco’s Spain. By late 1947, in the po-
litical circles of Washington, D.C., representatives of both parties and 
other prominent figures in the government started to view Franco’s 
Spain in a more favorable light. It became a bone of contention be-
tween the administration and the Republican Congress around which 
the “Spanish lobby” formed.25

In 1948, as historian Ángel Viñas has noted, Washington, D.C. had 
become the most important foreign capital for Franco’s regime. A year 
before, Spain stood outside the European Recovery Program, known 
as the Marshall Plan. Only improved relations with the United States 
could assure Francisco Franco financial assistance from the United States. 
Franco sent José Félix de Lequerica y Erquiza to the U.S. capital for the 
purpose of building bridges in the hopes of gaining economic aid in 
the future. In order to undertake the mission, Lequerica was appointed 
“Inspector of Embassies, Legations, and Consulates” by Franco.26

Once settled in Washington, Lequerica led an effective inter-
est group —  the “Spanish lobby” —  constituted on behalf of Franco’s 
regime, which lobbied Congress to win recognition and economic 
aid for Spain. In this diplomatic venture, Lequerica relied upon 
Germán Baraibar and Eduardo Propper de Callejón, who were in 
charge of the business and commercial mediation issues. They were 
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ardently Catholic, fervent anticommunists, military planners, mem-
bers of the Republican Party, and businessmen who were part of the 
Spanish lobby. As Viñas has said, the Spanish lobby represented a 
diverse interest group of different religious, economic, and political 
backgrounds. They often disagreed among themselves about many 
issues, but agreed on the necessity of supporting Franco’s regime as 
a strategy in the Cold War.27

Patrick McCarran became an important factor in the conservative 
effort to build a relationship with Franco’s Spain. He had many things 
in common with the members of the Spanish lobby. He was a Catholic; 
although a Democrat, he opposed the left-leaning New Deal; he was a 
dedicated anticommunist who valued Spain’s strong opposition to any 
left-wing organizations, as well as its geopolitical location in the Cold War 
strategy. Also, he acted on behalf of the commercial interests of his constit-
uency of Nevada: the sheep ranchers who were anxious to bring Basque 
herders from Spain to their stock operations. While McCarran supported 
their efforts, on the other hand he opposed opening the doors to other im-
migrants, especially war refugees. In 1948, Congress passed the Displaced 
Persons Act authorizing the admission of about two hundred thousand 
refugees of World War II into the United States. Like the Spanish ques-
tion, the administration of the displaced persons program created division 
and tension within Congress and in President Truman’s cabinet. McCarran 
opposed the law and worked persistently to prevent Jewish refugees or 
what he considered undesirable aliens from entering the United States, 
while he welcomed others (the Basques) whom he considered desirable.

By early 1948, Pat McCarran held two positions in two prominent 
investigating subcommittees in the Senate, offering him a certain level 
of power to decide on immigration issues. He chaired a subcommittee 
of the Senate Judiciary Committee, which conducted internal inves-
tigations of U.S. immigration policy, and he was appointed a member 
of a standing subcommittee of investigations of the Immigration and 
Naturalization Service. This was excellent news for the Nevada sheep-
men who were anxious to settle the forty-eight sheepherders in the 
country and recruit increasing numbers of Basques from Spain. John 
Dangberg placed a great deal of confidence in the Nevada senator. On 
January, 10, 1948, Dangberg wrote McCarran: “Now that you are on a 
committee to study immigration we think there will be some construc-
tive thinking done on this whole business.”28
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In early January 1948, McCarran began drafting a bill to grant per-
manent admission to forty-eight Basque sheepherders already in the 
country. On January 12, McCarran introduced in Congress Senate Bill 
S. 1973 “for the relief of certain Basque aliens,” which aimed to allow 
the forty-eight Basque sheep workers to work and reside in the United 
States and make it so the Nevada sheepmen were not required every year 
to apply for an extension of working permits.29 The bill went to the sub-
committee of the Senate Judiciary Committee of which McCarran him-
self was a member. On the same day on which McCarran introduced the 
bill, the senator from Nevada wrote to Dangberg saying that, “it will be 
impossible to secure action until after a formal report has been requested 
from and submitted by the Immigration and Naturalization Service. I 
shall do what I can to see that this report is expedited.” Dangberg was 
pleased with McCarran’s letter. Immediately after, Dangberg contacted 
other secretaries of western woolgrower associations to inform them 
about the new bill and encourage them to contact their respective con-
gressional delegations in order to find similar solutions to the Basque 
labor problem.30

Before the immigration authorities could make a report on S. 1973, 
federal law required an investigation of all the forty-eight Basque sheep-
herders by conducting interviews with them in the local field offices. 
Dangberg made all the necessary preparations to undertake the local in-
terviews. The Immigration and Naturalization Service required inter-
preters because the Basque workers did not know English. Eventually, 
the forty-eight Basques were permitted to stay. However, there was still 
a pressing need for more sheepherders. In March 1948, in the fifty-fifth 
annual convention held in Boise, the Idaho Wool Growers Association 
complained that: “it has been almost impossible to import alien Basque 
sheep workers into this country. It takes miles of political red tape and 
fifty-fifty chance of getting competent men.” In the spring of 1948, as a 
new lambing season approached, sheep ranchers demanded their associ-
ations push for more Basque labor.31

Karl V. King and the Three-Hundred Basques, 1948

On another front the attorney Karl Vernon King of Utah earned a rep-
utation for defending the rights of Basque immigrants. Since the early 
1930s, King had represented many Basque aliens before the immigra-
tion judges in deportation proceedings. As the labor shortage worsened 



 Basque Sheepherder Question and U.S.-Spanish Relations 227

in the late 1930s and early 1940s, sheep ranchers, who desired to bring 
in Basques, began contracting King to handle legal issues related to their 
admission to the country.32 As a result of his experience in getting neces-
sary extensions for Basque aliens, King soon acquired a reputation as the 
main lawyer and champion of the Basques in the American West. Later 
on, King himself recognized that through his “association with these 
Basque sheepherders, I have come in contact with many sheep owners 
and operators.”33

By 1947, King had developed considerable expertise on the ques-
tion of Basque immigrant labor and on extending the stay of aliens in 
the United States. In January 1947, the ENSGA and operators in south-
ern Idaho individually contracted King to apply for increased numbers 
of Basque immigrants from both France and Spain. After he had filed 
the original petition, the Immigration and Naturalization Service and 
the Agricultural Extension Service held hearings to determine the eco-
nomic necessity of the importation of Basque immigrants. King himself 
attended the hearings to follow the investigation closely.34

On September 15, 1947, after the investigation had concluded, the 
Immigration and Naturalization Service granted a permit to import 158 
Basques into the United States. By October, as the word spread quickly 
in the provinces of Biscay and Navarre about the opportunities in the 
West, 300 Basques applied to the police for passports. Most of them were 
advised by their relatives who were already living in the United States to 
apply. The large number of requests for passports coming all at one time 
disturbed the Franco regime in Madrid to the point where it stopped the 
issuing of all passports.35

The Spanish regime for its part became directly involved in this 
Basque labor recruitment process, motivated by the desire to get the fi-
nancial support from the United States. The Franco regime’s strategic 
shift from an anti-Western position to a more cautious approach based 
on grounds of convenience also reflected its stance regarding the re-
cruiting of Basque immigrant workers. The central government asked 
the Spanish embassy in Washington, D.C. to undertake an investigation 
on this question. In November 1947, the Spanish Embassy requested 
King fly to Washington and discuss in person the question of the Basque 
sheepherders with the Spanish officials. At first, the embassy had told 
King that they would not issue more passports for Basques unless west-
ern woolgrower associations put pressure on the U.S. State Department 
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and on the Senate for a labor treaty. However, the possibility of arrang-
ing a labor program similar to the 1942 Bracero program would not 
guarantee Basque immigrants upon their entry to the United States 
any permanent status. Two weeks after the meeting, King persuaded the 
Spanish Embassy that a labor treaty of this kind with the United States 
was impossible and finally they did agree to sign a labor contract.36

After those meetings, King left Washington feeling very positive on 
the issue of Basque immigrant labor. He returned to Salt Lake City and 
on his arrival there, he found a letter from the Spanish Embassy advising 
that the Francoist government required woolgrowers to pay a “Letter 
of Call Tax” (Impuesto de Cartas de Llamada), to be paid at the Spanish 
Consulate in San Francisco. King with the assistance of John Landa, a 
Basque sheepman, began working with the Spanish consul to expedite 
the process and pay these taxes to Franco’s regime. While having some 
complications in the procedure, King and Landa, on behalf of the western 
woolgrowers, redrafted the labor contract eight times, provided a prop-
erty bond in the amount of $50,000, and paid both the existing visa tax 
amounting to $5.50 and the “Letter of Call Tax” in the amount of $3.96 
for each man. Also, King proceeded to arrange all the details for the trip 
through Trans World Airlines with headquarters in New York. Basque im-
migrants would no longer embark on the classic steamship travel cross-
ing the Atlantic Ocean, but fly more comfortably on a plane. In late 
1947, after two weeks of intense negotiations with the Spanish officials, 
making calls and doing paperwork, King and Landa fulfilled everything 
required and the Spanish Consul issued the Cartas de Llamadas. Just like 
the other previous times, the immigrants’ sponsors paid all the expenses 
and services in advance. With the added taxes by Franco’s regime, sheep-
men had to pay in total about $1,100 per man. 

Everything needed to get done before February 15, 1948 —  expi-
ration of the deadline fixed by the Immigration and Naturalization 
Service.37 Nonetheless, despite the urgent timeline, some administra-
tive problems in processing the sheepherding applicants through travel 
agencies in Bilbao and Pamplona delayed the procedure, and because 
of the red tape involved in the process, it was impossible to get the la-
borers to the United States within the time allotted. King reported 
the new situation about the group of Basques to the Immigration and 
Naturalization Service. He convinced the immigration authorities to 
extend the deadline to March 15 and let him travel to Spain to deal 
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with the problem personally. King got permission and traveled to the 
Basque Country. Once there, he saw that the aspirant Basque “sheep-
herders were completely unfamiliar with the procedure necessary to 
obtain a Spanish passport.” Thus, these Basques had to find help among 
friends and from travel agencies to obtain their passports. Typically, 
these agencies and even some friends abused the workers by charging 
exorbitant fees for obtaining full legal documentation. Moreover, King 
explained that the situation tended to differ with the local authorities 
in Bilbao and Pamplona. He described the situation like this: 

In Bilbao we generally got along very well with the police. All 
matters worked smoothly in Pamplona and there we did busi-
ness with a very fine travel agency who, as far as I have yet heard, 
treated the herders very fairly, and there was no fee gouging; 
however, I did have difficulty in Pamplona with the police. The 
police insisted that they had only one stenographer who could 
get out passports and that stenographer could turn out only one 
passport a day and there was nothing they could do about it. We 
finally asked them if they could employ additional stenographers 
at our expense and get the passports out a little faster. The next 
day they advised us that they could have all passports out in three 
days if we would pay 25,000 Pesetas, or approximately $1,500. 
After considerable deliberation as to the advisability of paying 
such a sum, I concluded that I had better pay it or abandon hopes 
of obtaining any men from Navarre.38

After they paid, Spanish officials issued immediately the passports 
for the boys from Navarre who arrived ahead of those from Biscay. 
Because the group of Basques was so large, Franco’s regime considered 
King as an exporter of a commodity operating in Spain. It required him 
to pay for an “export license” in the amount of $1,500.39

After three weeks in the Basque Country scrambling to solve the 
problems of passports with the Spanish administration, King made his 
way back to New York. By that time, the issue of the displaced persons 
was dominating the American political debate and profoundly shaping 
the politics of immigration in both houses. While some in Congress op-
posed opening the gates to the Jewish refugees, they persistently worked 
to open them to the Basques. Several displaced persons’ groups and labor 
unions strongly complained about the priority given to Basques by the 
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Immigration and Naturalization Service. Furthermore, this issue raised 
criticism from some Democratic representatives and liberal organiza-
tions. Responding to an emerging liberal criticism of the late forties, 
the Immigration and Naturalization Service adopted a more restrictive 
policy stance on the admission of the Basques, all of which made more 
difficult the employment of these immigrants. Now, the Immigration 
officials demanded the western woolgrowers obtain certification from 
the Employment Service as a tangible proof of the labor situation in 
the sheep industry before any more Basque men could obtain legal per-
mission to enter the United States. To the woolgrowers’ frustration, the 
Employment Service went on to determine that the supply of labor of 
this kind was sufficient and that there was no real need for importing in-
creasing numbers of Basque immigrants.40

The National Wool Growers Association complained that the federal 
government and in particular the Employment Service was prioritizing 
American labor that was, in their point of view, inexperienced and not 
interested in taking these jobs. J. M. Jones, secretary and treasurer of the 
National Wool Growers Association, said that the main objective was 
always securing “men who will stay with the herds and not have to come 
to town every three or four days or every week.” He explained as fol-
lows how the federal government’s policy sponsoring American national 
labor was detrimental for the sheep industry: “It seems highly essential 
that we acquaint the U.S. Employment Service with the requirements of 
a sheep herder. Some of their offices do not seem to appreciate the fact 
that a surplus of farm labor does not mean that there is a surplus of qual-
ified, experienced, dependable sheep herders.”41 

Furthermore, Jones blamed the federal government for not allow-
ing the recruitment of Basque immigrants who were the only ones will-
ing to accept those arduous and tedious working conditions in the range 
sheep industry. The Truman administration, he contended, was “throw-
ing everything they can in the way to prevent this Basque importation.” 
Jones suggested importing Basques via the displaced persons provisions: 
“As most of you know, the United States is going to permit large num-
bers of displaced persons to enter the United States and it would appear 
that we are entitled to get our share of men who could be of use to us 
within that group.”42

Right after Jones wrote these words, King telephoned from New York 
reporting that all Basque immigration was stopped and approximately 
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three hundred Basques already in the country were under a deporta-
tion order. King also got in touch with M. C. Claar, W. P. Wing, John K. 
Robbins, and several U.S. Employment offices in the American West. The 
immigration authorities denied their entry based on the assumption that 
there were already enough workers for such jobs in the United States. On 
March 15, 1948, the Immigration and Naturalization Service had ruled 
in this way against the importation of Basque labor based on the reports 
of the Employment Service, which affirmed that there was already a sur-
plus of labor in the United States. The central Employment Service had 
received information pertaining to the sheep labor situation all over the 
West from its field offices of those states. Typically, the western wool-
grower associations had contacted their respective offices in order to report 
the labor shortage and continuously demanded immediate action to solve 
the problem. In this particular case, the problem concerned the report sent 
from California.43 The local employment offices of Bakersfield, Fresno, 
Sacramento, Marysville, and a few other areas in California reported to 
the central office that there was no need to import increasing number of 
Basque immigrants in California. Apparently, the employment officials 
in California could not certify a shortage, because many Basque ranch-
ers did not place requests for increasing herders through the local fed-
eral offices. What grabbed the attention of the immigration authorities 
at Ellis Island was that more than 50 percent of the total group of immi-
grants was set to go to California (160 of 300 Basques). To the immigra-
tion authorities, these numbers did not match with the report from the 
Employment Service officials, which revealed no labor shortage. Offices 
in Boise and Denver also sent “bad” reports. In response, the Immigration 
and Naturalization Service detained this group of 300 Basques and they 
had to wait at Ellis Island until clearance was issued on April 23, 1948.44

Responding to their grazing constituents, Senator McCarran, 
Congressman Charles H. Russell from Nevada, and Congressman 
Hal Holmes from the state of Washington made efforts to get the 
Immigration and Naturalization Service to delay action on deportations 
until they received a further report from the Employment Service. John 
Dangberg got upset “in view of our present move to have our group of 
men admitted for permanent residence.”45 In the end, this small mistake 
throws it all out of whack.

As could be expected, western woolgrowers’ reactions were imme-
diate. On March 19, 1948, W. P. Wing from California criticized the 
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Employment Service for failing to accurately report the labor situation 
in the sheep industry. Wing explained the labor situation as follows: 

There is a vast difference between an ordinary farm worker and a 
sheep herder. Farm labor in most instances is under constant su-
pervision of the owner or foreman of the farm. The worker knows 
from day to day exactly what to do. In the case of a sheep herder, 
he is out on the range or in rough mountainous terrain for many 
days without supervision. He has to know how to handle a herd 
to avoid losses and in many instances he is handling an invest-
ment worth at least $50,000. It takes several years to properly 
train men for this work.46

Wing asserted that the responsibilities of sheepherders in the 
Interior West were enormous since they were in charge of nearly all the 
inputs into sheep production. To Wing, “Basque herders are experienced 
in herding in this type of country” and contradicted the Employment 
Service report, saying that “our domestic labor supply does not care 
to work and will not work under difficult conditions of many of these 
rough areas.” Basques seemed to be among those few immigrant groups 
who accepted this job of long hours and very poor working conditions.47

Because the situation was urgent, King flew to Washington, D.C. 
to lobby for obtaining permission to allow these Basque immigrants to 
enter the country. He first asked for help from the western congressio-
nal delegation. He took the matter up with the Employment Service in 
Washington. Also, King met with: Walter Erb, acting assistant director for 
Farm Placement; David M. Fessenden, who was directly in charge of making 
the reports of availability and economic necessity to the Immigration and 
Naturalization Service; and W. S. Dutton of the Forest Service. According to 
King, Dutton was “extremely friendly and cooperative.” Dutton had stated 
to the Employment Service officials that their experience with native-born 
Americans in the national forests was discouraging and “that the Basques 
were dependable and reliable, and handled the sheep on the forests in a very 
satisfactory manner and in the best interest of the public.” But in general, 
King found that there was “a little resentment” among different federal of-
ficials. King considered it of vital importance to make “their wants, needs, 
and requirements known to the U.S. Employment Service.”48 

Following the advice of King, western sheepmen got to work with the 
assistance of their representatives. On April 23, Pat McCarran informed 
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Dangberg that he was actively working on the Basque sheepherder ques-
tion. McCarran proclaimed that “Basques should be granted special 
consideration only because of the urgent need for sheepherders, and 
that if they choose to leave that occupation, they are no more deserv-
ing of special consideration than any other class of aliens.” In mid-May, 
Dangberg and D. W. Park submitted an affidavit similar to the previous 
ones indicating the urgent need of importing Basque immigrant labor. 
Dangberg and Park wrote: “Affiants each for himself further state that 
the range sheep industry of the states of Nevada, California, Washington 
and Idaho has been built on the peculiar skill and knowledge of the 
Basque sheepherders and that he knows of no case in which men have 
been trained for this work in this country and no case in which native-
born Americans have entered this industry as sheepherders.”49

Thus, as part of a common procedure among western woolgrowers, 
the NRSOA aimed to expound before the federal government the scale 
of the labor problem at a regional level. Eventually, Karl King and John 
Landa were able to clarify the situation and the Basques were admitted 
on visitors’ visas for a period of six months (thus, every six months 
they had to renew their permits). Because the imported three hundred 
Basques were on six month’s temporary permits, woolgrowers with the 
assistance of Karl King were required to obtain a new certification every 
six months. Due to this uncertain situation, King stated that “it will be 
necessary to convince the United States Employment Service and the 
Immigration Service that their [Basques’] services are needed and that 
they cannot be replaced by American labor.”50

The labor agreement with the Spanish regime required of ranch-
ers the following: to register their workers at the Spanish consulate in 
San Francisco; to submit all the legal documentation; to deduct $50 per 
month from the wages of each man for a period of one year, or a total of 
$600 for a period of five years (at which time the individual may with-
draw his $600). Furthermore, the contract established a minimum wage 
at $150 a month.51 

By that time, there were pending in Congress five separate bills 
which had as their aim the establishment of permanent residence in 
the United States for these Basque immigrants and those who had en-
tered previously. In addition, there was a bill pending which had passed 
the House and was being held up in the Judiciary Committee of the 
Senate which provided for the exclusion of all Basques at that time in 
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the United States on temporary permits. King remarked that “the suc-
cess of the new program will depend entirely upon the cooperation given 
by the sheep growers to the program and through their cooperation with 
the United States Employment Service.” By May 1948, King had re-
ceived a new request from several individual sheep ranchers of Nevada, 
California, Idaho, Utah, and Nebraska to bring in an additional group 
consisting of 125 Basques. Moreover, King received a request to bring in 
75 Greek immigrants to work for Greek-owned sheep outfits in south-
western Colorado and southeastern Utah.52

In August 1948, the Spanish regime drafted a new labor code ap-
plying exclusively to the Basque immigrants that aimed to increase 
regulations on the recruitment of these workers. Thus, this regulation 
benefited Franco’s regime by providing revenue. Apparently, the new 
labor agreement intended to improve Basques’ working conditions 
and defend their interests in the United States. The agreement read 
as follows: “The Government of Spain is desirous of protecting the 
interests of its nationals, and in the interest of protecting and safe-
guarding the interests of the Spanish nationals, parties of the second 
part, and to provide a working understanding with parties of the first 
part.” With this contract, the western sheepmen were forced to accept 
the conditions that they pay all the immigrants’ expenses and to es-
tablish a minimum wage at $175 a month. In addition, they should 
be entitled to the benefits of any improvement in wages and work-
ing conditions, which may be instituted and prescribed during the 
period of employment. They should also receive the benefits and ad-
vantages of any social welfare in the United States. Employees must 
be employed exclusively as sheepherders in the states of Nevada, 
Idaho, Utah, Wyoming, Colorado, California, Arizona, Oregon, and 
Washington. All disputes between employees and employers must be 
resolved according to the federal labor laws and no deduction must be 
made from the wages of any of the employees hired under this agree-
ment for commissions, fees, or any other purposes. The employer 
must permit sheepherders to visit nearby towns for the purpose of 
making necessary purchases, receiving medical care, or as a vacation, 
without deductions in vacation pay.53

Moreover, Franco’s regime used the same discourse as ranchers in 
favor of the Basques in order to justify the regularization on the recruit-
ment process. The agreement read:
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The Spaniards [Basques] have proven their ability to raise and 
produce lambs and save the twin lambs, and because of this the 
employee is to receive an additional compensation . . . as follows: 
25 ¢ per head on all lambs raised and produced over and above 
95% of the total number of ewes in the band of sheep being 
herded by the employee when lambed on the open range and 10 ¢ 
per head over and above 95% when lambed on the ranches and 
in sheds.54

The Spanish government used the demand for Basque immigrant 
labor for sheep grazing in the United States as another channel to 
expand commercial relations with the United States. Because the new 
employment-related regulation from the Spanish regime increased the 
regulatory burden and placed additional costs on employers, Karl King 
expressed his disagreement with the Spanish authorities about the new 
contracts for Basque sheepherders and renegotiated the labor agreement, 
making the worker himself liable for his debts and without compen-
sating according to the growth rate of labor productivity, among other 
things. In mid-October 1948, the contract was forwarded to the Spanish 
central government in Madrid for consideration.55

The winter of 1948–1949 was one of the most severe on record in 
the Great Basin. In January 1949, continuous heavy snowfall, severe ice 
storms, and bitter winter weather caused considerable hardship for the 
livestock industry of Nevada. Cattle and sheep were starving to death 
when thousands of animals were blocked up with snow. By late January, 
in eastern Nevada, at least 100,000 sheep and 20,000 cattle were ma-
rooned. In Ely, Nevada, the Basque sheepman Beltran Paris remembered 
later: “That winter we had over $100,000 in extra expenses. We lost 
those 200 sheep and 150 cows, too.” Livestockmen feared losses that ran 
into millions of dollars and asked their representatives to declare a state 
of emergency in Nevada. From Washington, D.C., Patrick McCarran per-
sonally coordinated and led the United States Air Force in “Operation 
Haylift,” an emergency airlift dropping more than five hundred tons of 
hay to feed these flocks. McCarran further pledged to allocate funds for 
immediate emergency relief for Nevada ranchers.56

On January 24, 1949, while many Nevada sheep ranchers were suf-
fering great losses during this terrible winter, it was reported in the 
Senate a bill “for the relief of certain Basque aliens.” On February 8, the 
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Senate approved the bill. Nevada sheep operators and those from other 
western states expressed their joy. In its March 1949 issue of the bulle-
tin, the Idaho Wool Growers Association declared: “We are very pleased 
to announce the United States Senate has approved a bill which legalizes 
the entry of certain Basque alien sheep workers that came to the United 
States in 1944.”57 

Welcome, Mr. McCarran!

In the immediate postwar period, Pat McCarran appointed himself me-
diator in the diplomatic relations between the United States and Spain. 
In his attempts to strengthen relations with Franco’s Spain, McCarran 
aimed among other things to resolve the question of Basque immigrant 
labor in Nevada. McCarran’s intensive lobbying to establish a stable 
source of Basque immigrant workers opened new windows in the in-
ternational relations between the United States and Franco’s Spain. The 
senator from Nevada was a key figure in the negotiations and parallel 
recruiting process.58

In July of 1949, Patrick McCarran had asked the Senate to grant an 
economic aid package of $50,000,000 to Spain. He lobbied to supply in-
creasing financial assistance to counter the Soviet Union. On May 5, 
1949, McCarran, in his position as chairman of the Senate Appropriations 
Committee, threatened the State Department with a cut in its budget 
unless it showed a friendlier attitude toward the dictatorship of Francisco 
Franco. The senator from Nevada publicly warned Secretary of State 
Dean Acheson that until the American policy toward Spain is changed, 
“I am going to look into this appropriation with a fine-tooth comb.” In 
July, President Truman opposed aid to Franco’s regime and the loan of 
$50,000,000.59

In the fall of 1949, Patrick McCarran used his senatorial power to 
frustrate every attempt to liberalize and amend the existing Displaced 
Persons Act. He found ways of evading his senatorial responsibilities 
in his efforts to obstruct the amending of the displaced persons law. 
On the pretext of carrying out a survey of the administration of the 
Displaced Persons Act and expenditures of European Recovery Program 
funds, McCarran asked for a three-week leave of absence to go Europe. 
The request was granted and within a few days, on September 14, Pat 
McCarran and his wife Birdie departed from the port of New York to 
Cherbourg, France, on the Cunard White Star liner Queen Mary. In New 
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York, before sailing to Europe, McCarran notified the press that he in-
tended to meet with Francisco Franco to discuss with him the issue of 
diplomatic recognition for Spain and the possibility of a loan. McCarran 
said that he was going “to meet the Spaniard in his own back yard, 
so to speak” and he wished to “talk to every member of the Spanish 
Administration, including Mayors of principal cities, to find out what’s 
going on.” The next day, President Truman distanced his administration 
from the Nevada senator’s visit to Spain.60

McCarran traveled around Europe interviewing different commis-
sioners in his attempt to investigate administration of the Displaced 
Persons Act and expenditures of the European Recovery Program (the 
Marshall Plan). Besides France, McCarran and his wife traveled to 
Germany, Belgium, Switzerland, and Italy. Afterward, he had an audi-
ence with Pope Pius XII at the Vatican. On October 30, McCarran crossed 
the border into Spain. By Monday, October 31, he arrived in Madrid.61

Two days later, on November 2, in the morning, McCarran met 
Francisco Franco at the El Pardo Royal Palace, the dictator’s official resi-
dence in Madrid. During this meeting, McCarran advised Franco to ex-
ploit its anticommunist stance in order to find possible ways to open 
relations with the United States. Further, he shared interests such as a 
strong Catholic faith, virulent anticommunism, and passion for hunt-
ing. In the meeting, also, McCarran probably mentioned the question 
of the Basque sheepherders. He was received gladly by the Spanish au-
thorities and was seen as the best American friend of Franco. Next day, 
the Spanish monarchic newspaper of Madrid ABC covered the visit of 
the American senator, publishing a large photograph of the meeting be-
tween McCarran and Franco and celebrated how Franco “welcomed. . . . 
Mister Mac Carran [sic].” Four years later a Spanish movie would appear 
directed by Luis García Berlanga with the title Welcome, Mr. Marshall! 
The theme emphasized a much-anticipated visit by a group of American 
emissaries with their promises of economic aid. Circumstances were 
similar to the earlier visit of McCarran and the hopes that he repre-
sented for future improved relations and aid from the United States.62

The meeting went well. McCarran told American reporters that 
Spain had a democratic system of government and further said that 
Franco had “very democratic feelings.” He was impressed by Franco’s 
“great alertness for world affairs.” Contrary to Spain’s international 
image after 1939, as a place of a highly repressive and authoritarian 
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regime, McCarran contended that Franco’s dictatorship enjoyed broad 
support by the Spanish people. On the following day, taking advantage 
of his visit to Madrid, McCarran, accompanied by Thomas E. Dewey, 
the 1948 defeated Republican presidential candidate, met Martin Artajo, 
Spanish Minister of Foreign Affairs, at the Santa Cruz Palace to discuss 
in detail economic aid and possible strategic military negotiations with 
the United States. On November 4, from Zaragoza, Spain, McCarran 
told reporters that it was “absolutely necessary Spain be admitted into 
the Atlantic pact.” Because of its geostrategic position, Spain “must be 
treated as she deserves and must occupy a preferential place in the na-
tion’s community.”63

From there, McCarran went to Paris and from there to Ireland, where 
he found his family’s roots. There McCarran curiously or perhaps pre-
dictably came out in favor of the independence of Northern Ireland 
from Great Britain. On December 2, McCarran and his wife sailed from 
England to New York. Within five days, after more than two months of 
travel around Europe, the McCarrans were back in the United States.64

The American press reacted negatively to McCarran’s visit with and 
sympathy for Francisco Franco. In political circles, the event stirred con-
troversy. Particularly, Democratic liberals attacked McCarran for being 
overly friendly with Francisco Franco. In November 1949, columnist 
Drew Pearson writing for his “Washington Merry-Go-Round” column 
in the Washington Post criticized McCarran as a cynical senator who not 
only abused his powers for undertaking unofficial diplomatic initiatives 
with Franco, but further gave advice to the Spanish dictator on foreign 
affairs. Pearson said: “Senator Pat McCarran of Nevada, No. 1 enemy of 
Europe’s homeless refugees, has now set himself up as chief volunteer 
public relations counsel to Europe’s No. 1 Fascist dictator.”65 In the same 
stratum, political commentator Robert Allen criticized McCarran as an 
“ardent Franco supporter” because he was traveling overseas not only as 
a watchdog for the administration of the displaced persons law but also 
as a private emissary to the Spanish dictator.66

Some Nevada newspapers took editorial note of McCarran’s visit to 
Franco.67 The Reno Evening Gazette said that despite McCarran’s good 
impressions of the Spanish dictator, “he still represents the Fascist type of 
dictator, and his friendship for Hitler and Mussolini is not forgotten. The 
persecution of political enemies and discrimination toward minority reli-
gious groups have not abated.” The November 11 Reno Evening Gazette 
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editorial printed a picture of Pat McCarran and Francisco Franco at their 
meeting at El Pardo in Madrid. McCarran was not the only American rep-
resentative visiting Franco in the late 1940s. For example, in September 
1949, James J. Murphy, a Catholic representative from New York, and U.S. 
Navy Admiral Richard L. Conolly visited the Spanish dictator. McCarran’s 
visit to Franco must be understood in the context of an increasing number 
of contacts with the United States in 1949.68

McCarran’s trip to Europe coincided with an intensification of the 
Cold War. In August 1949, the Soviet Union detonated its first atomic 
bomb and on October 1, the Communist People’s Republic of China pro-
claimed victory over the American-backed nationalist forces of Chiang 
Kai-shek. Both events seemed to confirm McCarran’s argument about 
the need to grant economic assistance to Franco’s Spain to enlist him in 
the worldwide struggle against communism. In the late 1940s, with the 
worsening of the Cold War, a growing number of representatives began 
to adopt a hardline nationalist stance to any major international event. 
Numerous voices appeared more flexible regarding the undemocratic 
nature of the Francoist regime and expressed a willingness to accommo-
date the Spanish fascist state in the Cold War logic.69

McCarran’s visit to Franco lifted his hopes for American economic 
aid and diplomatic recognition. At the same time, the Spanish regime 
showed increasing interest in the Basque sheepherder issue. Franco 
listened to McCarran’s advice and embraced a more anticommunist 
western-oriented position. In retrospective, McCarran’s trip represented 
the prelude of an American diplomatic approach to Spain. For McCarran, 
it served to establish good relations, which in turn helped facilitate the 
procedures to contract Basque immigrants for the sheep industry. In the 
late 1940s, the American press regarded McCarran as a staunch friend 
of the Spanish dictator.

On the other hand, Franco’s regime had no clear plan for handling 
the issue of the Basque sheepherders. Previously, it had accommodated 
American commercial and business interests. The continued demand 
for Basque sheepherder immigrants in the American West forced the 
regime to pay more attention to the recruitment process. As it dealt 
with this question, the regime sometimes sought leverage in its efforts 
to cultivate American friendship. Others adamantly opposed Basque 
emigration, considering it a loss for the domestic economic recovery 
and demography.
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In the Spanish administration, there were some influential men who 
continued to raise voices against any commercial concessions to the United 
States. In response to the labor agreement between Karl King and the 
Spanish authorities, on February 11, 1949, Carlos Manzanares, minister of 
foreign affairs, sent to the Ministry of Labor an unfavorable report about 
the Basque immigration in the American West. Manzanares described the 
recruitment of Basques as a labor “traffic,” from which the sole beneficia-
ries were certain livestock private companies and operations. He said that 
the U.S. government was not interested in encouraging “this kind of im-
migration.” Manzanares argued that the Spanish regime did not benefit 
much from this emigration, because most of the Basques did not return 
and those who did, did not bring significant funds back to the Spanish 
economy. He further wrote that the emigration in terms of numbers was 
negligible, but he did observe that a loss to Spain because the “Basque-
Navarre man tends to be physically and spiritually healthy.” In addition, 
he said that immigrants were culturally uprooted when resettling in the 
American West. Manzanares remarked that Basque sheepherders were 
highly vulnerable to economic exploitation in those western rural remote 
places and with their ignorance of the English language that “put them at 
the mercy” of their employers. He concluded that various administrative 
regulations designed to protect them were insufficient in this process of 
“Recruitment, Traffic or Importation of Sheepherders.”70

Carlos Manzanares suggested first stopping Basque emigration to 
work in the sheep industry of the West under such conditions. Moreover, 
he asserted the need to defend the interests of those Basques living al-
ready in the United States. Manzanares prohibited Karl King from under-
taking additional recruitment practices in Spain. He ordered the Spanish 
consul in San Francisco to carry out a detailed investigation of the latest 
applications through the Carta de Llamada, intending to determine pos-
sible fraud cases. Manzanares then asked to inform the Spanish Embassy 
in Washington, D.C., and inform every consulate in the United States.71 

Dealing with Franco’s Spain:  
Opening Dialogue, Recognition, and Consolidation  

of Agreements, 1950–1955

On February 9, 1950, senator Joseph McCarthy from Wisconsin gave his 
famous speech in Wheeling, West Virginia, claiming that over two hun-
dred communists were infiltrated into the State Department. McCarthy’s 
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speech alarmed the whole country and influenced national politics. As 
the anticommunist movement gained momentum in the context of the 
Cold War, this cause increasingly became institutionalized and profes-
sionalized with the consent of the federal government. 

For the next four years, Joe McCarthy worked persistently to expose 
“subversives” in the United States. In 1950, the Tydings committee, 
formed to investigate McCarthy’s charges, concluded that his allega-
tions were “a hoax and a fraud.” McCarthy’s allegations, however, influ-
enced American public opinion within a troubled international context. 
The rise of McCarthyism was paralleled by a drastic deterioration of the 
Cold War abroad and at home. In June, the United States intervened in 
the Korean War and shortly after, Julius and Ethel Rosenberg were ar-
rested and charged with espionage activities against the United States.72

McCarran soon joined McCarthy in the anticommunist crusade, some-
times getting more visibility than McCarthy himself. In late summer 1950, 
as the American troops deployed on the Korean Peninsula, the Senate ap-
proved a loan of one billion dollars to Franco’s Spain under the admin-
istration of the European Recovery Program. This indicated the United 
States’ interest in pursuing Spain as an important geostrategic territory 
in Western Europe. While President Truman and a group of Democratic 
representatives denounced this loan, Franco and his officials welcomed 
the development. Subsequently, in September 1950, diplomatic negotia-
tions accelerated between Spain and United States. Ángel Viñas has said 
that September 1950 marked a historical milestone in Franco’s long effort 
toward the recognition of his regime by the United States.73

Earlier that year, on August 10, 1950, McCarran had introduced his 
anticommunist bill S. 4037 (“McCarran Omnibus Bill”) or Internal 
Security Act, which aimed at tightening control over the communist 
presence in the United States. It provided provisions requiring registra-
tion of all communist-front organizations and individuals, which had 
been vaguely defined. This bill endowed the FBI with greater powers to 
conduct investigations and the capacity for repressive actions against 
communists. In September 1950, Congress passed the McCarran 
Internal Security Act, over President Truman’s veto. At the same time, 
on August 23, the Senate passed another bill granting permanent res-
idence to 163 Basque sheepherders living in the United States. Within 
the last years, Pat McCarran’s health had increasingly deteriorated, after 
suffering several heart attacks in 1946 and 1947. Despite his failing health, 
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McCarran kept his position in the Senate and actively worked to take 
action against the alleged communist threat. He supported every piece 
of legislation that in one way or another was aimed at discovering “sub-
versive activities.”74 

Again in 1950, McCarran (along with Senator Francis Walter from 
Pennsylvania) introduced a bill in the Senate that provided a set of 
mechanisms to exclude communists from immigration and naturaliza-
tion in the United States. In 1952, after a long debate, the Congress 
passed the Immigration and Nationality Act, known as the McCarran-
Walter Act.75 It focused on the deportation of “undesirable aliens.” This 
bill, while it did not eliminate the quota system, established the prin-
ciple of preference categories, giving priority to skilled immigrants and 
to family reunification. At that time, Oscar Handlin, as a contemporary 
historian, wrote: “Out of his own fears and the fears of others, capitaliz-
ing on his key part in a touchy political situation, McCarran assembled 
the forces that brought him easy victory in the struggle to determine the 
future immigration policy of the United States.”76

“A Big Milestone in the Work of the Sheep Raisers of the West”: 
The Sheepherder Bill of 1952

In Fresno, California, a group of Basque Americans involved in the 
sheep business founded in 1950 the California Range Association 
(CRA), arising from the California Wool Growers Association, to work 
for the importation of needed Basque sheepherders into California 
and the West on a permanent quota basis. The CRA assumed the role 
hitherto fulfilled by Dangberg’s NRSOA, by coordinating the supply 
and demand for Basque immigrant labor among all the western wool-
grower associations. The first members of the board of directors were: 
John P. Bidegaray, president; Philip Erro, vice president; John Irola, Jose 
Azparren, and Pete Choperena.77

On August 10, 1951, the board of directors of the CRA appointed a 
special committee to consider a plan along with the western congressio-
nal delegations to address the Basque labor question. The special commit-
tee working on the proposed movement included: E. B. Elorriaga, Fermin 
Huarte, and Ramiro Azparren. One of their objectives was to seek leg-
islation to bring in increasing numbers of Basques. In late 1951, both 
NRSOA and the CRA had joined together in this process. On October 
8, Robert Franklin, secretary of the CRA, traveled to Washington, D.C., 



 Basque Sheepherder Question and U.S.-Spanish Relations 243

to discuss with congressional representatives and government officials a 
possible plan to bring more Basques from Europe.78

On January 30, 1952, responding to the western ranchers’ demands, 
Patrick McCarran introduced the bill S. 2549 in the Senate in order to 
“provide relief for the sheep raising industry by making special quota 
immigration visas available to certain alien sheepherders.” The bill guar-
anteed permanent employment for prospective “skilled” sheep workers 
by issuing a special immigration visa. On February 25, the Senate passed 
the sheepherder bill and on April 2, it was approved by the Congress.79 

While the bill awaited signature on President Truman’s desk, the 
National Wool Grower magazine in its April 1952 issue greeted the news 
with unrestrained joy. It remarked that both the cooperation among all 
western woolgrower associations and the work of the congressional del-
egations were crucial in obtaining this result: 

The passage of S.2549 is not only an example of the value of 
the close cooperation between the State and National wool 
grower groups on such matters but also demonstrates the faith 
of the Congress in the wool growers’ organization. The Senate 
Committee’s report approving the measure pointed out that the 
intent of the Congress was that sheepherders coming in under the 
bill must have the approval of established wool grower groups.80

On April 12, President Harry Truman signed the sheepherder bill. 
As it was expected, the CRA announced happily: “PRESIDENT SIGNS 
SHEEPHERDER IMPORTATION BILL! [sic]” In an urgent written 
notice, John P. Bidegaray announced to their members that the president 
had finally signed bill S. 2549, which permitted the importation of five 
hundred skilled sheepherders into the United States. The “Sheepherder 
Bill” made special quota immigration visas available to certain alien 
sheepherders, or better said, to Basque sheepherders. Essentially, this act 
was directed at stabilizing and facilitating the recruitment of a Basque 
labor force to be employed in the sheep industry of the American West. 
Bidegaray said that this was “a big milestone in the work of the sheep 
raisers of the west to obtain needed manpower.” In the summer of 1952, 
the CRA proceeded to arrange everything required for securing the 
Basque immigrant workers.81

The western woolgrower associations also saw advantages in the 
Immigration and Naturalization law also introduced by McCarran. They 
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knew that if the McCarran-Walter Act was passed, in addition to the spe-
cial legislation to admit the five hundred Basques, it increased the im-
migration quota by 50 percent from each country —  Spain and France. 
The National Wool Growers Association, California Wool Growers 
Association, California Range Association, and other state woolgrower 
organizations supported this bill vigorously. Since Basques were consid-
ered “skilled” workers (sheepherders), they received special treatment 
or admission status under the provisions of the new Immigration and 
Naturalization Act.82

To many, McCarran’s enthusiasm for importing Basque immigrants 
stood in contrast to his general immigration policy and particularly 
clashed with those supporters of the Jewish refugee resettlement issue in 
the aftermath of the war. Basques became a major subject in the political 
debate concerning the McCarran-Walter Act. From Washington, D.C., 
Peter Edson, correspondent for the Newspaper Enterprise Association, 
noted the inconsistency in McCarran’s position on the issue of Basque 
sheepherders. In March 1951, he wrote an article entitled “McCarran 
Act Backfires on Its Sheepish Author.” He criticized McCarran’s efforts 
to recruit Basque immigrants as merely serving the narrow interest of 
his constituents: “The stiff, controversial McCarran act intended to keep 
subversive immigrants out of the United States and control those who 
are already in, has now backfired against the author of the act himself, 
Sen. Pat McCarran of Nevada. It’s all because of those Basque sheepherd-
ers Senator McCarran wanted to import for the benefit of his Nevada 
sheep-raising constituents.”83

Edson complained about McCarran’s ethnic-preference policy that 
privileged Basque immigrants (subjects of a totalitarian government) 
contrary to the provisions of the McCarran Immigration Act that dis-
couraged immigration from such governments. 

Peter Edson vaguely defined Basque immigrants as followers of 
Francisco Franco and connected them with the Spanish dictatorship by 
saying that they were Spanish Falangists.84 This journalist added that 
Basques “might have been admitted on temporary visas if they could 
prove no official connection with the Spanish Falange.” Contrary to 
the previous judgments that saw Basques as possible communists, this 
American journalist considered Basques as subjects of Francisco Franco’s 
dictatorial regime in Spain. Under the McCarran Act, as he correctly 
pointed out, they should probably be excluded. In response to these 
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accusations, Henry Dworshak, senator from Idaho, one of the western 
representatives defending recruitment of Basque immigrants on perma-
nent basis, declared that Basques fought against both the Falangists and 
the communists.85

In the early 1950s, despite the liberal criticism, the legislation de-
signed to import small groups of Basque immigrants and the establish-
ment of a political lobby group, designed to foster the sheep industry, 
also helped to promote a Basque identity in the American West that em-
braced ideas of hard work, perseverance, and special talents for sheep 
husbandry. The formulation and passage of the act served to reinforce 
the idea that Basques represented an exceptional and anomalous racial 
stock in the “scale” of being “white,” making them a more desirable im-
migrant. Many observers reinforced the idea that the Basque was a dis-
tinguishable “race” with natural skills for sheep grazing practices. 

On May 12, 1952, Life magazine published a six-page photographic 
essay on the Basque sheepherders in the Great Basin. The article showed 
the work on a Utah sheep ranch during the lambing season through 
the experience of Bertrand Borda, a twenty-year-old Basque newcomer 
in the Interior West. This essay idealized Basques’ work by presenting 
them as an uprooted immigrant group with labor skills for sheep graz-
ing who were transplanted into an unfamiliar environment: “With a 
few helpful tips from his fellow herders and with his native steadiness 
and inbred ability to lead the life of his flock, Bertrand learned his job 
quickly.” Further, it read that Basque sheepherders were highly devoted 
workers and “newborn lambs are almost sacred” to them. This essay was 
remarkable publicity for the Basques in the United States.86

On November 23, 1952, the New York Times published in its Sunday 
magazine edition an article entitled: “Basques Are Best.” While describ-
ing the 1952 sheepherder bill, the author said Basques were recognized 
as the unique people with whom western sheep operators could entrust 
their flocks: “United States sheep owners discovered several generations 
ago that the Basques possessed the skill and moral qualities for that job.” 
It described Basques as honest, self-reliant, sturdy, shrewd, and honorable 
people. The article assumed that the alleged Basques’ skills working as 
sheepherders were because they were already socioculturally preadapted 
for the extensive sheep grazing conditions and even to the new environ-
ment in the North American West. To the author, the natural environment 
in which Basques lived in the Old World explained their skills in managing 
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sheep: “Virtually isolated from the outside world for thousands of years, 
the Basques tilled the soil and raised sheep and cattle.” The article stressed 
that their racial traits and romantic culture made Basques master sheep-
herders. It contended that Basques are the world’s finest sheepherders be-
cause of their intensive labor and devotion to the ovine animals: 

A Basque will not only stay with the flock through intense heat 
or a blizzard, and die with it rather than save his life, but he will 
also give his charges the most conscientious and skillful care. 
While other shepherds may just take the flock out to graze and 
limit their job to watching passively day after day that no sheep 
is lost, the Basque makes sure that the ewes do not become over-
tired, that they have the proper feed for the morrow close at hand 
and that the grazing ground is free of cockleburs and other grass 
that clings to the wool and lowers its quality because it must be 
combed out after the shearing, which means a waste of time and 
money. As a result, ewes entrusted to Basques are generally fatter, 
stronger, give richer milk and produce better lambs.87 

Besides having intrinsic talents for sheep grazing, the author said 
Basques were honest sheep workers, an important attribute for immigrant 
workers. Most important was that they were “dependable herders.”88

Closing a Chapter, 1953–1955
By 1953, Pat McCarran received applause from his constituency for his 
work for Nevada and was honored by different groups across the coun-
try. During the weekend of September 19–20, in conjunction with the 
Washoe County Fair, the state of Nevada celebrated “McCarran Day” 
in Reno. At noon on September 19, as a prelude to the main festivi-
ties, over 250 personalities assembled at a luncheon celebration held in 
the Sky Room of the Mapes Hotel to honor the senator. Celebrating 
McCarran’s golden wedding anniversary, his fifty years of public service, 
and his seventy-seventh birthday, different organizations and individ-
uals of Nevada offered praise and presented gifts to McCarran. Robert 
Franklin, representing the western woolgrower community, was among 
the well-wishers who praised McCarran’s efforts in the recruitment of 
Basque immigrants. Next to Franklin was Ruthio Iturri, a Basque sheep-
herder in Nevada, who said some words in Basque language in praise of 
McCarran for working on behalf of the Basque-American community 
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in Nevada and the West. Iturri presented him with a bota, the traditional 
leather wineskin container.89

In late summer 1953, under threatening international circumstances, 
the U.S. government saw the crucial importance of Spain in the geostra-
tegic containment of the Soviet Union. On August 25, 1953, Francisco 
Franco decorated Senator Patrick McCarran with the Gran Cruz de Isabel 
la Católica (Grand Cross of Isabel the Catholic) for helping to improve 
relations between Spain and the United States. In late September, the 
United States recognized Franco’s dictatorship by signing the Pact of 
Madrid, the first military-economic agreement between the two govern-
ments. On September 26, U.S. ambassador James C. Dunn and Martin 
Artajo signed three bilateral agreements: the first agreement dealt with 
the construction of U.S. military facilities in Spain; the second referred 
to the financial aid to Spain; and the third agreement set forth the terms 
of the military assistance to Spain.90

The Pact of Madrid ended a period of international isolation of the 
Franco regime. The bilateral relationship reinforced domestically and in-
ternationally the Francoist dictatorship. The United States, for its part, stra-
tegically installed military bases in Spain, gaining maneuvering space in 
its foreign policy against the Soviet Union. In the context of the negoti-
ated agreements, Franco’s regime appeared increasingly willing to adopt 
laxer labor laws and make easier the recruitment process at great cost to 
the Basque immigrants’ labor conditions. Nonetheless, most of the Basques 
were willing to accept any labor conditions in the United States in exchange 
for a passport out of Spain. This was the case of Peter Arraras, who worked 
for some years in Nevada as a sheepherder and returned to Spain. In 1952, 
however, he appeared impatient to go back to the Great Basin, wanting to 
escape from Franco’s dictatorship. Arraras became one of those five hun-
dred Basques allowed to travel and work in the United States under Bill S. 
2549 that Truman signed in 1952. Envious of the Basques, other people from 
different provinces in Spain, such as Huelva, addressed the Spanish immi-
gration officials desiring to immigrate to the United States to work as sheep-
herders as well. At this point, the central government in Madrid recognized 
the importance of the Basque question for the improvement of relations 
with the United States. The Ministry of Labor now enlarged the numbers 
Spain would allow to emigrate to the United States.91

On February 1, 1954, in the Eighty-Third Congress, McCarran intro-
duced another bill to “provide relief for the sheep industry by making special 
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nonquota immigration visas available to certain skilled alien sheepherders.” 
The bill offered both permanent employment for “such skilled alien sheep-
herder” and admission for legal permanent residence in the United States 
without being subjected to the quota treatment applied to Spain.92 

Although it did not make any reference to the Basques, McCarran 
obviously introduced this bill in the Senate having in mind Basque im-
migrants. With “skilled alien,” McCarran meant Basques. The senator 
from Nevada intended to bring an additional group consisting of 385 
Basques. However, by the time the western woolgrowers received the 
legal authority to import Basques, the sheep industry in the West was 
facing challenges beyond the labor question. The future of the sheep in-
dustry faced variables in tariff regulation, weakening market demand, 
and public-land regulations. On September 3, 1954, President Dwight 
D. Eisenhower signed McCarran’s latest bill on behalf of the Basques.93

Less than a month later on September 28, 1954, McCarran collapsed 
and died of heart attack while addressing a Democratic rally in Hawthorne, 
Nevada. Unsurprisingly, on September 30, the Francoist newspaper ABC 
published a one-page article praising McCarran for his efforts on behalf 
of Franco’s dictatorship and lamenting his loss: “In his death, Spain has 
lost a grand and sincere friend” [writer’s translation]. It further praised his 
public career, saying: “Pat McCarran was always characterized by his te-
nacity . . . [and] extraordinary spiritual brightness. [He was a] convinced 
and impassioned anticommunist.” On December 2, the Senate censured 
Joseph McCarthy for his anticommunist demagoguery. 

Despite the hard fought importation of additional Basque workers, by 
the time the Sheepherder Bill was passed, the open-range sheep industry 
in Nevada and the West was struggling to survive in the postwar economy. 
Also, in November 1954, Ellis Island, the major port of entry for Basque 
immigrants that had opened in 1892, closed its doors. Now, Basque immi-
grants, like other groups, arrived in American airports. This was another 
indication that vast technological changes were taking place and so too was 
the American economy and society. Many of these changes would even-
tually weaken and undermine the sheep industry in the American West.94 

Summary

While the United States and Spain maintained chilly political relations 
in the early postwar period, they forged economic and military links in 
the face of the realities of the Cold War. As the Soviet Union became a 
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threat to the United States in the Cold War, Franco’s Spain used and re-
inforced its anticommunist ideology to advance its foreign relations with 
the United States and obtain economic aid. Amid the changing interna-
tional situation, the question of Basque immigration to the United States 
drew the attention of Franco’s regime. 

By the late 1940s, the Spanish government manipulated the Basque 
immigration issue for its own political and economic advantage. Spain’s 
government began regulating Basque immigrant labor to the United 
States through the enforcement of immigrant contract-labor laws. The 
Spanish legislation required American ranch employers to raise wages 
and improve the conditions of sheepherders’ work. Franco’s govern-
ment imposed taxes on Basque immigrant workers that were hired in 
Spain to work in the American West. The increasing administrative red 
tape raised the cost of recruiting Basques from Spain. The 1953 Pact of 
Madrid between Spain and the United States also promoted other com-
mercial relations and indirectly facilitated the recruitment of Basque im-
migrant labor.

By the early 1950s, as the passage of the 1952 sheepherder bill re-
flected, Basque immigrant labor became institutionalized. Basques were 
officially given a privileged position and almost publicly endorsed as nat-
ural-born sheepherders. In the early 1950s, Basque immigrants entering 
sheep grazing escaped from Franco’s Spain, benefiting from the reputa-
tion that had already been created and preceded them in sheep grazing. 
The sheep industry at the same time was adjusting to changing econom-
ics after the war. By the mid-1950s, various new developments threat-
ened the sheep industry in Nevada and the American West. Changing 
national market outlooks, increasing international competition, popu-
larization of new synthetic fibers, and stricter regulation of public lands 
pushed the sheep industry into chronic economic crises.
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