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amenable and attractive to Las Vegas’ 
diverse residents.

Early Settlements in Las Vegas
The first non-natives came in the 1830s, 

linking the valley to the Old Spanish Trail 
trading route. In June of 1855, Mormon 
missionaries began construction on a fort 
alongside Las Vegas Creek. Within a 
matter of months, the missionaries had 
completed a fort and established some 
modest improvements with the use of 
irrigation. After only two years, most of 
the settlers returned to Salt Lake City and 
left the fort abandoned just a mile north of 
what would one day become Downtown 
Las Vegas. 

In 1904, Senator William Clark of 
Montana chose the little settlement of 
Las Vegas as a major stop on his new Salt 
Lake City to Los Angeles railroad. Like the 
Mormons, Clark chose the valley because 
it was roughly halfway between Salt Lake 
City and Los Angeles and because it had a 
plentiful water supply from natural springs. 
As construction on the railroad and repair 
yards began, Las Vegas boomed. A tent 
city grew on the west side of the railroad, 
offering lodging, restaurants, saloons, and 
stores. Just a year later, though, Clark 
auctioned off 1,200 lots on the east side 
of the tracks, effectively shutting down 
the tent city. Settlers quickly started work 
on building a city adjacent to the tracks 
around the intersections of Main and 
Fremont. Las Vegas, as a railroad town, was 
born. Without competition for hundreds 
of miles in any direction, Las Vegas thrived 
around the railroad industry, saloons, and 
legalized gambling halls.

A Steady Decline
1941 proved to be a pivotal year in the 

future of Downtown’s history. Just a few 
miles north, construction on what would 
be become Nellis Air Force Base began, 
near the modern city of North Las Vegas. 
To the far southeast, the Basic Magnesium 
Inc. (BMI) plant opened up at an isolated 
military installation. BMI grew to employ 
over 14,000 workers during the war effort, 
most of them housed in the federal devel-
opment that would become Henderson. 
The addition of thousands of people to the 
region spurred some subdivision develop-
ment in the core, but ultimately these 
developments opened up two frontiers of 
suburban expansion. Even today, North 
Las Vegas and Henderson both rank in the 
top ten of fastest growing U.S. cities.

1941 also marked the beginning of the 
end of big time gaming in Downtown Las 
Vegas. The El Rancho casino opened on a 
newly improved Highway 91, now known 
as Las Vegas Boulevard (The Strip). El 
Rancho’s owner, Thomas Hull, imagined 
his casino being a resort hotel – an oasis 
in the desert and a retreat from lowbrow 
Downtown establishments. A year later, 
Last Frontier opened. In ’46, Benjamin 
“Bugsy” Siegel opened The Flamingo as the 
City of Las Vegas attempted to annex The 
Strip, anticipating harmful competition. 
They would try again in 1950, but by 
this point the Strip owners were firmly 
entrenched in remaining unincorporated. 
With every new opening on The Strip, 
Downtown’s “Glitter Gulch” lost revenue.

Scholars have pointed out that 
Downtown may have been able to recover 
had it been reinvented during the 1950s 

or 60s. However, civic improvements like 
McCarran Airport, the convention center, 
hospitals and the university were all sited 
along Strip-adjacent corridors. Further-
more, the impact of cheap, desert sprawl 
development drew more people away from 
older neighborhoods and into new subdi-
visions. By the time The Mirage opened on 
the Strip in 1989, Downtown was on life 
support. Even local residents, who tended 
to avoid the touristy Strip, eschewed 
Downtown and sought entertainment at 
the so-called neighborhood casinos.

Rehabilitating Glitter Gulch
The City’s first real effort at rede-

velopment was the disastrous public-
private venture of the Main Street Station 
casino-hotel on Main Street, just east of 
Fremont Street. The City partnered with 
an out-of-town developer and invested 
$17 million into the luxury project. 
Other casino owners were furious at the 
City’s meddling in their competition. 
Ultimately, it did not matter. By June of 
1992, a mere nine months after its grand 
opening, Main Street Station was closed and 

Redeveloping Downtown from page 1

tricts around the country that the Repub-
licans were able to hold through the last 
two cycles. 

Democratic fortunes will probably be 
better in the U.S. Senate. While the 
economy and Obama’s performance 
remain key indicators, the Senate election 
cycles (only one-third of the 100 seats are 
elected every two years) mean that despite 
recent gains the Democrats remain posi-

tioned to pick up seats in 2010. There are 
currently slated to be 36 Senate elections 
in 2010 (34 seats on the standard cycle 
– plus special elections in New York and 
Delaware resulting from the resignations 
of Vice President Biden and Secretary of 
State Clinton). Five Senate Republicans 
have already announced that they will 
retire – and Democrats could have a shot 
at all five seats if a few things break in their 

favor. The most vulnerable Democrats are 
likely Roland Burris of Illinois and Kirsten 
Gillibrand of New York – two recent 
gubernatorial appointees who may face 
strong primary challenges. Stay tuned!

John Wertman
jwertman@aag.org 

Washington Monitor from page 11
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The intersection of Main and Fremont streets in 
Las Vegas.
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in bankruptcy court. Everyone agreed that 
Downtown needed a signature attraction 
to draw Strip tourists to Fremont Street. 
After a series of absurd proposals, includ-
ing a 23-story, full-size replica of the 
Starship Enterprise, local casino mogul Steve 
Wynn (then-owner of Fremont Street’s 
Golden Nugget) entered the fray along with 
architect Jon Jerde. 

Together, they proposed the Fremont 
Street Experience. The plan closed a five-
block stretch of Fremont to vehicles 
and created a pedestrian-only prom-
enade. Above this mall, a canopy of 
lights was erected to provide stunning 
shows synchronized to music. The 
light show has since been redesigned 
as a video screen five blocks long, 
and remains one of the biggest tourist 
attractions in town.

A Renewed Relevance
Efforts to renew Downtown beyond 

the Fremont Street gaming corridor and 
have turned to the tried and true strate-
gies of historic preservation and new 
development, especially with a focus on 

improving of Downtown’s local civic 
function. The John S. Park neighbor-
hood received a local historic designa-
tion, which stimulated an appreciation of 
property values and investment. Historic 
structures, including the art deco Las 
Vegas High School and the old federal 
courthouse/post office have been listed 
on the Federal Historic Register and 
repurposed. The high school has become 
a prestigious magnet school and the old 
federal building is a museum. Just north 
of Downtown, the Old Mormon Fort and 
the Neon Museum boneyard preserve 
two unique chapters of Vegas history.

New buildings are going up, as well. A 
new City Hall and several other govern-
ment buildings refreshed some of the 
dismal Downtown blocks. The Clark 
County Government Building was built 
just south of Downtown. One startling 
new feature in the skyline is the loft condo 
towers in the neighborhoods just south of 
Downtown. Their development has coin-
cided with a creative reuse of abandoned 
warehouses and factories in these same 
neighborhoods by artists. Collectively 
known as the Arts District, these galler-
ies and workshops host a monthly “First 
Friday” event that feature tours of open 
art galleries, dining at upscale cafes, and a 
nightlife scene at newly opened bars.

The Future
Efforts of redevelopment and renewal 

are coming full-circle and are now 
focused on the foundational land of the 
city. Through the years, the old Union 
Pacific railyard, along the western edge 
of Downtown, became a 61-acre brown-
field. Upon taking office in 1999, Mayor 
Oscar Goodman made remediation 
and redevelopment of this parcel a top 
priority. Originally, Goodman lobbied 
for a sports facility on the site, with 
the hopes of drawing a professional 
franchise. As these prospects dimmed, 
Goodman encouraged the site to be 
developed as a multi-purpose extension 
of the city.

In early 2008, plans for the site finally 
materialized and ground was broken. 
“Union Park” will be a neighborhood 
of a number of notable developments. 
At the southern end of the site, the 
Lou Ruvo Brain Institute, an academic 
medical research center, will reside in a 
new building designed by Frank Gehry. 
The northern end of the site will feature 
a tower of over 50 stories housing the 
World Jewelry Center. This building 
will be designated a foreign trade zone 
and is expected to make Las Vegas 
one of the world’s central gem-trading 
centers. In between these focal points 
will be an urban village featuring the 
Smith Center for the Performing Arts. 
Goodman has touted the Smith Center 
as the civic anchor for the entire project– 
a pubic project created for Las Vegans, 

not for tourists. Upscale restaurants, 
a boutique hotel and casino, and over 
3,200 residential units will round out the 
neighborhood.

This urban renewal certainly has 
its critics. Besides a dazzling canopy, 
Fremont Street features a cadre of private 
security, police, and casino person-
nel patrolling the pedestrian zone and 
shooing away individuals and groups 
that might disrupt the “experience.” Las 
Vegas’ skid row consists of a strip of 
shelters and agencies along North Main 
Street, across the freeway from Fremont. 
Activists fear that this small neighbor-
hood will become even more concen-
trated with homeless as squatters and 
low-income residents are cleared from 
gentrifying neighborhoods. West Las 
Vegas, the old segregated and redlined 
neighborhood adjacent to Union Park, is 
essentially being left out of the planning 
process and cut off in terms of physical 
access to the renewed neighborhoods. 
Perhaps most significantly, many critics 
feel affordable housing, open space, 
and access have not been sufficiently 
addressed in Union Park’s master plan 
– a troubling observation considering 
the time and money that went into the 
planning process.

As Las Vegas reaches the physical 
and political limits of sprawl, planners 
will have to take a sober look at issues 
like infill and transportation. As the city 
matures, planners will undoubtedly return 
to the Downtown crucible for lessons. To 
that end, Downtown Las Vegas is more 
relevant than ever.

Derek Eysenbach
dereke@email.arizona.edu

University of Arizona
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The Old Mormon Fort.
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The Lou Ruvo Brain Institute, designed by Frank Gehry.
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We’re off to the Riviera in March! And 
to New York, New York and Luxor! 
Westward Ho! all the way to Klond-

ike, with a stop at Paradise! It’ll be a busy week 
indeed, for our visit to Las Vegas for the AAG 
Annual Meeting is a unique opportunity to 
travel not only in space, but in time. The menu 
for time travelers includes several stops in an 
imaginary Italy: from ancient Rome (Cae-
sars Palace) to Lake Como in the nineteenth 
century (The Bellagio) through Renaissance 
Venice (The Venetian). These journeys will 
be astonishingly convenient, for the world 
and The Stratosphere are compressed within 
a few miles and follow the predictable service 
standards of urban America.

Geography is all over the namescape of 
Las Vegas – for a good reason. Names carry 
considerable associative and emotional power 
and shape the identities of people, places, 
and products. Las Vegas is a globally rec-
ognized brand, made by men whose names 
dot the landscape (Harrah, Wynn, etc.). The 
choices made in Las Vegas resonate across the 
globe, for it is the center of gaming capital 
and know-how in the world’s expanding 
gaming market. On sale are fantasy, enter-
tainment, and a twist to one’s experiential 

boundaries. The transfer away 
from the everyday begins with 
the promise of a fantastic journey, 
which one can take anywhere, 
anywhen, safely and right now. 
This explains why place names are 
important tools of image-making 
and product distinction for Las 
Vegas casino developers. The 
name of the casino sets its tone 
and theme, evoking and advertis-
ing a particular sense of place.

The general emphasis in this 
casino name geography is on 
cities, coasts, or their combina-
tions. “Real” geography can be 
twisted and fantasy can be added to reach 
the desired effect (as in Mandalay Bay). 
The weather conditions are nice, for the 
destinations fall between the southern 23rd 
parallel (Rio) and the northern 49th parallel 
(Paris) in this make-believe world. Its map 
has clear centers and peripheries. Europe, 
and the Mediterranean sphere, is popular, 
but Sub-Saharan Africa and Australia are 
absent. A nod is made to Asia through 
“Oriental” references (Imperial Palace) and 
to Latin America’s most famous party towns. 
But there is no Casino Costa Rica, Casino 
Calcutta, or other references to conflict or 
human misery – even if these names would 
rhyme well or have the full polysemous 
potential of “the Rich Coast” in Spanish.

Over time, the namescape of Las Vegas 
has gone increasingly global. World cities, 
glamorous gambling towns (Monte Carlo), 
and exotic ports of call somewhere in the 
world’s Tropicana have pushed aside many 
old Western references that used to dominate 
the scene. But there is regional variation in 
the naming of casinos within the metro-
politan area. International glamour concen-
trates on the Strip, where megaresorts line 
up along the old highway to Los Angeles. 
Those who prefer a scale more modest, 
the frontier American West, or references 
to gambling and local legends (Arizona 
Charlie’s, Ellis Island, Four Queens) will 

feel at home in Downtown and suburban 
Las Vegas, and on the Boulder Strip toward 
Arizona. There, multiple associations and 
people meet at buzzing intersections such 
as Sam’s Town and Texas Station.

And there is more, beyond space and 
time. The Las Vegas namescape is also 
rich in references to wealth, opulence, sex, 
comfort, movement, eternal youth, and 
precious minerals. Many of the names follow 
the standards of power marketing where 
some letters, colors, and languages are more 
seductive than others. A detailed look is an 
entertaining an instructive journey to one 
New Frontier of cultural geography. �

Pauliina Raento
pauliina.raento@helsinki.fi

The Finnish Foundation for
Gaming Research & the University

of Helsinki, Finland

Sources: De Wit, C. (1992). “Food-place associa-
tions on American product labels.” The Geographical 
Review 83, 323–330; Douglass, W. A. & P. Raento 
(2004). “The tradition of invention. Conceiving Las 
Vegas.” Annals of Tourism Research 31, 7–23; Raento, 
P. & W. A. Douglass (2001). “The naming of gaming 
in Las Vegas.” Names 49, 1–35; Raento, P. & S. Flusty 
(2006). Three trips to Italy. Deconstructing the New 
Las Vegas. In Minca, C. & T. Oakes (eds) Travels in 
Paradox, 97–124 (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield).

Borrowed Names Evoke a Peculiar
Sense of Place in Las Vegas

It's not only the names that sometimes seem out of place 
in Las Vegas.
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The Mirage Hotel and Casino. Its name illustrates the slippery middle 
ground between the real and imagined in Las Vegas.
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of the largest producers of K-12 Earth Science 
teachers in the country. The EMU faculty is rep-
resented by an AAUP collective bargaining unit. 

Applicants should submit a curriculum vitae, 
letter of interest, contact information of at least 
four professional references, evidence of admin-
istrative and teaching ability, and a statement 
summarizing administrative philosophy and goals 
of leadership for the department. Review of appli-
cations will begin February 15, 2009 and continue 
until the position is filled. 

Apply: Email application materials to: academic_
hr@emich.edu and geo_dhsearch@emich.edu 
Please reference “Posting #APAA0914” in the 
subject line.

Do not put information the body of the email 
(attachments only). Please address any questions 
to geo_dhsearch@emich.edu or by phone at 
(734) 487-7586.

MAR 09-041

*NEBRASKA, LINCOLN.
Applied Climate Scientist/Director, High Plains 
Regional Climate Center, School of Natural 
Resources, University of Nebraska-Lincoln.   
Tenure-track position beginning July 2009.  PhD 
is required in climatology, meteorology, geog-
raphy or a closely related field relevant to the 
mission of the School of Natural Resources (SNR) 
and a minimum of 4 years experience. 

Provide administrative leadership for the 
High Plains Regional Climate Center, one of six 
NOAA Regional Climate Centers and coordinate 
with other regional climate centers. Conduct 
research on basic meteorological processes that 
govern the climate of Nebraska and the surround-
ing region to improve monitoring and modeling 
of climatological processes and the detection 
of their influence on agriculture and natural 
resources. Establish collaborative research and 
outreach activities with State Climate programs 
in the region. Seek external funding in support of 
the research and service/outreach programs of the 
HPRCC and SNR and prepare research reports 
and publish research results in refereed publica-
tions. Develop and lead a proactive educational 
program in climate variability and climate change 
in Nebraska and beyond, especially as it relates 
to improving water use/management and our 
understanding of the impact of climate on natural 
resources and agricultural production. Continue 
development of the regional Automated Weather 
Data Network (AWDN) and the use of these data 
in new and existing programs to provide climato-
logical information to clientele for a wide range 
of operational activities. Teach courses in applied 
climate science with a focus on climate variability 
and change science, impacts, and adaptation.

The preferred qualifications of the successful 
candidate will include a record of excellence in 
research and teaching experience in applied climate 
sciences using innovative teaching methods. 
Teaching assignments will be at the undergraduate 
and graduate levels. Performance of duties of the 
HPRCC director requires administrative experi-
ence and excellent leadership skills. The School 
of Natural Resources (http://snr.unl.edu/) has 
strong programs in applied climate science, water 
science, applied ecology, geography, GIScience, 
soils, and human dimensions of natural resources, 
and includes several prominent centers including 
the National Drought Mitigation Center (http://
drought.unl.edu). We are especially interested in 
candidates who have expertise that clearly comple-
ments existing SNR strengths.

Apply: go to http://employment.unl.edu. 
Search for position #090020. Complete the 
faculty academic administrative information form. 
Attach a cover letter, curriculum vitae, statement 
of research and teaching interests (Other), and 
names and full contact information for at least 
three references. Review of applications will 
begin on March 15, 2009, but the position will 
remain open until filled. 

The University of Nebraska has an active 
National Science Foundation ADVANCE gender 
equity program, and is committed to a pluralistic 
campus community through affirmative action, equal 
opportunity, work-life balance, and dual careers.

MAR 09-037

*NEVADA, LAS VEGAS.
The Greenspun College of Urban Affairs invites 
applications for a joint appointment in the 
Departments of Environmental Studies and 
Public Administration. The appointment will be 
at the Full Professor rank. The College is explor-
ing possible endowment funding to support the 
new position. The College is investigating the 
combination of these departments into a new 
School of Environmental and Public Affairs.

The plans are at an early stage, and the College 
is seeking a distinguished leader and scholar who 
bridges both fields to aid in the planning and 
development process. Teaching responsibilities 
will be primarily at the graduate level. 

Apply: for job and application details visit 
https://hrsearch.unlv.edu. For assistance with 
UNLV’s on-line applicant portal contact Jen 
Martens at (702) 895-2894 or hrsearch@unlv.edu. 

UNLV is an Affirmative Action /Equal Oppor-
tunity educator and employer committed to 
excellence through diversity.

MAR 09-035

NORTH CAROLINA, FAYETTEVILLE.
The Department of Government and History 
at Fayetteville State University in Fayetteville, 
North Carolina invites applications for a Tenure-
Track Assistant Professor position in Geography/
GIS beginning August 15, 2009. Candidate will 
be expected to teach two geography courses 
and advanced courses in GIS. We seek a broadly 
based Geographer with expertise in Geographic 
Information Systems. 

The successful candidate will be expected 
to provide technical support to an existing GIS 
laboratory. Doctorate is preferred in Geography 
or related disciplines with expertise in Geo-
graphic Information System and its application 
in social, behavioral and policy studies/research. 
ABD in Geography or GIS related discipline will 
be considered with expected conferment not later 
than August 15, 2009. Salary is commensurate 
with education and experience. Screening will 
begin January 15, 2009 and will continue until 
position is filled.

Apply: send a letter of application, current vita, 
official graduate and undergraduate transcripts, 
and three letters of reference to: Dr. Adegoke 
Ademiluyi, Professor and Chair, Department 
of Government and History, Fayetteville State 
University, 1200 Murchison Road, Fayetteville, 
NC 28301-4298.

To learn more about the position, feel free to 
contact the Search Committee Chair by email at 
dnathaniel@uncfsu.edu or by telephone at (910) 
672-1047. To learn more about FSU, visit our 
web site at http://www.uncfsu.edu.

Fayetteville State University is an EEO/AA 
employer.

FEB 09-019

OHIO, BOWLING GREEN.
The Center for Regional Development at Bowling 
Green State University is seeking a full-time 
tenure-track Economic Geographer at the Assis-
tant/Associate level to join its interdisciplinary 
research team. The Center is currently engaged 
in a number of regional and international research 
projects related to local economic development, 
innovation strategy, and policy. 

The Center is seeking a scholar with teaching 
and research interests in several of the follow-
ing areas: spatial statistics, GIS, environmental 
economics, regional economic development, 
local economic development, industrial policy, 
rural economic/community development. The 
successful candidate will have a PhD at the 
time of appointment and have a strong research 
record with demonstrated experience in obtaining 
external research funds. The expected teaching 
load is two courses per year in the areas of 
economic geography, urban and regional geogra-
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World Geography Bowl 2009
The 2009 World Geography Bowl will take place Tuesday, March 24, beginning at 7:00pm at the AAG Annual 

Meeting in Las Vegas. The Championship Round will begin at approximately 10:00pm. Check your conference 
program for location. Student teams from the AAG’s regional divisions plus one Canadian team will compete. The 2009 
World Geography Bowl Committee would like to thank the AAG, Rand McNally, the U.S. Census Bureau, Oxford 
University Press, and the National Geographic Society for sponsoring this year’s competition, as well as Lonely Planet 
and Penguin Books for donating additional prizes. 

The Jobs in Geography (JIG) Center 
will be located on the first floor of 
the Riviera Hotel, in Capri 102 just 
across from AAG Annual Meeting 
Registration. The JIG Center will host 
representatives from many private 
companies, government agencies, and 
universities. Space will be provided for 
these organizations to hold interviews 
and meet with conference attendees. 
Employers present at this year's JIG 
Center will include ESRI, the U.S. 
Census Bureau, ASRC Research and 
Technology Solutions, the Las Vegas 
Planning and Development Depart-

ment, FUGRO EarthData, the National 
Geospatial Intelligence Agency (NGA), 
the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration (NOAA), the U.S. Army 
Topographic Engineering Center, the 
U.S. Geological Survey (USGS), and 
the University of Toronto. Numerous 
job postings in all fields of geography 
will also be on display. In addition to 
the JIG Center, special AAG Jobs in 
Geography sessions have been orga-
nized at the Annual Meeting. These will 
feature extensive information on careers 
in geography, professional development, 
and employment opportunities. 

JIG CENTER 2009 in Las Vegas

JIG Center Hours:

Tuesday, March 24, 9:30am – 4:30pm

Wednesday, March 25, 9:30am – 4:30pm

Thursday, March 26, 9:30am – 4:30pm

16709_March-R7.indd   3616709_March-R7.indd   36 3/5/09   8:53:28 PM3/5/09   8:53:28 PM


