THE EMPIRE RANCH

RANCH HISTORY: The Historic Empire Ranch got itars when William Wakefield took
advantage of the Homestead Act of 1862 and stalied ©60-acre homestead in the
grasslands north of Sonoita about 1871. Wakefietaipied the ranch until he sold the
homestead to Edward Nye Fish and Simon Silverbedgine of 1876. They, however,
appeared to be more interested in a quick turnratam their investment than in ranching
because they resold it in August of 1876 to a gastmp that would turn the ranch into a
major operation. This partnership consisted initiaf Walter Vail and Herbert Hislop who
paid $2000 for the ranch which came with severaldned head of cattle. Two weeks later,
they expanded their holdings by buying a nearbyd&@ ranch that included 612 sheep, two
horses, a wagon and five sacks of wool for $1,1n40ctober of 1876, John N. Harvey
joined the partnership and provided capital to pase more land and livestock. Both Hislop
and Harvey were Englishmen and soon tired of tersi of life on the frontier. Hislop sold
his shares in the ranch to Vail and returned td&rhin 1878 and in 1879, Walter Vail's
older brother Edward joined the partnership.

They continued to acquire neighboring land un#é tAnch extended about 60 miles north to
south and 30 miles east to west. In 1881, Johreéyasold his shares in the ranch to Vail and
the ranch became a Vail Family enterprise. Thelravas significantly expanded after a rich
silver vein was discovered at a claim that wasedalhe Total Wreck Mine. The mine
generated over a half million dollars between 1888 1887 that the Vails used in expanding
the Empire Ranch Property. By 1906 when Waltet ®i@d, the Empire Ranch was over one
million acres. The Vail family continued to occugne ranch until 1928 when it was sold to
the partnership of Boice, Gates and Johnson. HBaide moved into the ranch house and in
1951 became the sole owner of the ranch. Frarkidi#956 and his sons Frank and Bob
assumed ownership. The Boice brothers sold thehremGulf America Corporation in 1969
but continued operating the ranch under lease geraents until 1975 when the property was
sold to the Anamax Mining Company. In 1988, theddw of Land Management acquired
the ranch through a public-private land swap arsigiated the area as the Empire-Cienega
Resource Conservation Area. In December 2000, @eagestablished the area as the Las
Cienegas National Conservation Area consistingbg®@0 acres.

RANCH BUILDINGS: The first structure was a
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following photographs depict the configuration loé ranch house as it appeared in August of
2010.

The Original Homestead The 1878/1880Victorian Addition

The following two pictures depict buildings thatneexdded to the ranch during the 1950s
when the Boice family owned it. The “Huachuca Hgusas a building originally located on
Fort Huachuca and was moved to the ranch and ysBolb Boyce. It is located to the west
of the main house. The other building is a hodddark construction used by Frank Boice to
raise his family. It is located just north of tmain house.

“Huachuca House Frank Boice Residence
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Walter Lennox Vail- Walter Vail was the driving force behind thelgaevelopment and
expansion of the Empire Ranch; therefore, a sumwialnis life is provided. He was born 15
May 1852 in Nova Scotia, Canada but lived mostie®arly years in New Jersey. In 1875 he
headed west to seek his fortune and worked forieewhVirginia City Nevada as a
timekeeper in the mining industry. When his sasingre stolen, he went to visit a wealthy
uncle, Nathan Vail, in Los Angeles who suggested ¥alter look into cattle ranching in
southern Arizona. Nathan Vail introduced WalteHerbert Hislop as a potential partner and
the two traveled to Tucson in the summer of 18W&lter, using a loan from Nathan, and
Herbert Hislop bought the Empire Ranch to stanemigSouthwestern Dynasty. Walter




bought out Hyslop and a later partner, John Harieey,
bring the Empire Ranch under the complete contrthe
Vail Family. In 1881, Walter returned to New Jgramd
married Margaret Russell Newhall. The Vails hadese
children, six of whom were born at the Empire Ranch
Walter served in the f0Territorial Legislature and on the
Pima County Board of Supervisors. He also waditsie
president of a statewide livestock association.

In 1888 Walter decided to expand the business into

California, formed a partnership with Carroll Gatesl

leased land for cattle grazing at Warner Springsifdohn _
Downey, a former California governor. In 1890, Veal tho;f;‘(’):fg;’g;é?eet Arizona
established a corporate headquarters in Loss Asifmle http:,/arizonahistoricamziewg
his many ventures that included real estate asasell

ranching. He moved his family to Los Angeles 968

Walter Vail

In 1902, Walter and a partner, J. W. Vickers, ii®pnta Rosa Island off of the California
coast from Wallace Moore. The Vail and Vickers ileas used the island to graze cattle and
later introduced deer and elk and establishedvafghunting preserve. In 1980, Santa Rosa
Island was included within Channel Islands Natid?atk. The Vail & Vickers families were
opposed to inclusion of the island in the park.yrdaccessfully lobbied to have the
legislation stipulate that purchase of their laraligl be the highest priority of the Channel
Islands National Park. They voluntarily sold thiamsl in 1986 for the appraised value of
nearly $30 million but continued their operatiomstbe island. The cattle were removed in
1996 and the hunting preserve portion of the oerathust be closed out by 2011.

In 1904, Vail and Gates pieced together parts of exican Land Grants to form the 87,500
acre Pauba Ranch.which was located near the toweroécula. Walter's son, Mahlon
operated the Pauba Ranch from 1908 until 1964 wheas sold to the developers of Rancho
California.

Walter Vail did not live to see the full extentlus empire. On 30 November 1906 he
stepped off a streetcar in Los Angeles and waslstoy another streetcar heading in the other
direction. He suffered major internal injuries ahed three days later at the age of 54.

Summary prepared in 2010 by T. Johnson from Enfpanech Foundation brochures and
various web sites. Building pictures by T. JohnsBhoto of Walter Vail courtesy of the
Arizona Historical Society. http://arizonahist@isociety.org

Additional Material: GVHC Library File 29






