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Arizona: A Land of Anomalies and Tamales 
BY MARSHALL TRI MB LE . OFFI CIAL ARIZONA STATE HISTORIAN 

AS WE COUNT down to our 100th birthday, it's 
good to remember that Arizona is a place of 
contrasts and contradictions. For instance, the 
first "white man" to come to Arizona was a 
black man. His name was Esteban, and he 
arrived in 1539 as a scout for the Coronado 
Expedition. 

The first native Arizona cowboy movie 
star was a cowgirl. Dorothy Fay Southworth 
of Prescott headed out to Hollywood in the 
1930s and was soon starring in western mov
ies. She married her favorite leading man
one of Hollywood's most popular singing 
cowboys, Tex Ritter-and vvas the mother of 
actor John Ritter. 

The Lost Dutchman was a German, and 
the Gunfight at 0 K Corral didn't occur at the 
OK Corral. The fight took place on Fremont 
Street between Fly's Photograph Gallery 
and the H arwood H ouse. The famous Na
vajo Taco was invented by a Greek, and New 
York's popular mayor, Fiorello La Guardia, 
was raised in Prescott. 

Arizona's youngest county, La Paz, is of
ficially America's oldest. The reason for this 
contradiction? According to the U.S. Cen
sus Bureau, one-third of the population is 65 
years old or older. 

Arizona's rivers are known for their capri
cious behavior, too. In 1885, the citizens of 
Florence petitioned the territorial legislature 
for a bridge across the Gila River so they could 
get to the Salt River Valley when the river 
was up. They got their appropriation, and the 
bridge was built and dedicated. One morning, 
the citizens looked out to see that the fickle 
river had changed its course, bypassing the 
bridge and leaving it standing alone in the 
desert. 

In 1846, when the Mormon Battalion 
crossed Arizona during the :Mexican \Var, 
Lieutenant George Stoneman decided to test 
the navigability of the Gila. His men built a 
raft and loaded itwith supplies, and the young 
lieutenant cast oft-into the Gila and .floated 
a short distance before the naval craft sank. 
Like any good skipper, Stoneman went down 
with his ship ... then walked ashore. 

Two years later, the Howard family was 
floating down the Gila ·when lVlrs. Howard, 
who was expecting, decided the time had 
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come. They pulled 
ashore, and she gave 
birth to a baby boy 
and promptly named 
him Gila. Gila How
ard became the first 
American baby born 
in what would become 
Arizona. 

During the 1920s, 
the federal government 
decided to build a dam 
on the Gila. Unfortu
nately, the surveyors 
chose an unusuallywet 
year. They picked a site 
in a narrow canyon east ofHayden. The dam 
was built and named Coolidge for the former 
president, but by the time it vvas dedicated, 
Arizona was in another drought and nothing 
but tall weeds grew where the lake was sup
posed to be. Calvin Coolidge was there, but 
he didn't have much to say about the vvaterless 
reservoir. He wasn't known as Silent Cal for 
nothing. But humorist \ -\1ill Rogers was never 
at a loss for words. He looked out across the 
sea of weeds and quipped, "If that was my 
lake, I'd mow it." 

Senator Barry Goldwater told a story about 
his grandfather, Mike, who had a store in 
the Colorado River port city of La Paz. He 
woke up one morning to find the river had 
changed its course and La Paz was perched on 
the banks of a dry arroyo. He packed his mer
chandise in a wagon and set out to find it, and 
when he did, the store was rebuilt. He named 
the new town Ehrenberg for an old friend. 

I can't vouch for the veracity of this story, 
but as lVlark Twain said, "If it didn't happen 
this way it coulda happened this way." Hazel 
Breadsacker owned a ranch down along the 
Colorado River near Yuma. H er west pas
ture backed up to the river that was known 
for changing its course without warning. She 
looked out one morning to find it had cut a 
new path around the east side of her place. A 
local newspaper reporter asked Hazel what 
she thought ofbecoming a Californian. \-\lith 
a straight face, she replied, "That's okay with 
me. I don't think I could stand to spend an
other summer in Arizona anyw·ay." ~ 


