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The Fresno Expositor

Wednesday, July 2, 1884


This is a letter to the Expositor, followed by the Expositor’s response.

“Proposes to Help Them”


“The Fresno EXPOSITOR, anti-monopoly, is of the opinion that the citizen’s [sic] of Fresno could well afford to give a bonus of $50,000 to the South Pacific Railroad Company to have that corporation run their branch line from Gilroy to the San Joaquin Valley, provided the road makes Fresno its objective point.  All that is very well, but would not the Expositor as soon the road was finished turn on the company and abuse them for not allowing Fresno to dictate the basis on freight rates?  Judging the future from the past and present we should say he would.”  


“If the railroad people are wise they will accept of no bonus, and run their road where it will accommodate the most people, without reference to any particular town or locality.  This thing of accepting subsidies by corporations has been fruitful of more mischief than of profit, to either the corporation accepting, or the people giving the bonus, than all other causes.  Better keep your $50,000 and let the railroad people build to suit themselves.  The railroad might damage Fresno, don’t you see? -- Modesto Strawbuck.”


The Expositor editor replied to Modesto Strawbuck as follows:  “The Expositor is not able to see the force of the Strawbuck’s reasoning.  Certainly competition will serve to reduce the prices both of freight and fare, and by so doing do away with complaint on this score.  And certainly the company would be very unwise to refuse the bonus from so important a point as Fresno, when the amount is tendered in the way suggested by the EXPOSITOR.” 

The Fresno Expositor

Wednesday, August 20, 1884


This is a letter to the Expositor.

“TO THE FARMERS OF FRESNO COUNTY”


“Let us reason together and judge fairly and dispassionately in which party we most safely put our trust to rid us of the incubus of railroad and other monopolies that are  now crushing us down, and taxing us ten times more than the whole government, national, State and county combined, that they may become millionaires, while we are little better than serfs on the land, working for their benefit.  Who were the men that went in palace cars to Chicago at railroad expense, pledged to nominate Blaine?  Why, Crocker, Pixley, McClure--the whole delegation, railroad men to the backbone.”  (The writer goes on to name a list of railroad men, Huntington, Vanderbilt, Gould, Stanford and Crocker, who were spending big money to elect Blaine.  The writer proceeds to excoriate the U.S. Senate for thwarting House legislation to protect the people from predatory railroad practices, such as fencing public land.)  The letter is signed “J. N. A., Dry Creek, August 14, 1884.”  (Dry Creek was a small farm community northeast of Fresno.)

The Fresno Expositor

Wednesday, August 27, 1884


An editorial on “The Public Lands” condemns the Republican party for its hypocritical stance on corporations.  The editor alleges that although the Republican party opposes the acquisition of large public tracts by corporations or individuals, its representatives in Congress vote away millions of acres in the public domain.  

The Fresno Expositor

Wednesday, October 28, 1885


An editorial on “THE RAILROAD TAXES” says that Fresno is the only county left with a railroad tax suit in the U.S. Supreme Court.  Other counties--San Mateo, Colusa and others--had compromised their cases and sent them back to Circuit Court.

Daily Evening Expositor

Wednesday, April 28, 1886


The editor writes, “It is reported that the Supreme Court of the United States will render a decision in the railroad tax cases on May 10th.  We hope it will.  It will be some satisfaction to have the cases terminated, even if the ruling be against the people, as new laws can be enacted, and other arrangements made for taxing these corporations.”

Daily Evening Expositor

Wednesday, May 11, 1886


This is an editorial.

“Against the State”


“As noted in our dispatches yesterday, the Supreme Court of the United States has sustained the decision of the Circuit Court in the California tax cases.  This tax muddle has been a serious trouble to the taxpayers, and has added greatly to their burthens, and, now that the worst is known, it remains in order to set about remedying the defects in our revenue system so as to make the railroad corporations bear their just proportion of the expenses of government.  And this work should not be done in the spirit of passion, but an earnest effort should be made to enact laws that will deal as fairly and as firmly with the corporations as with the people.  We say this because we know that public sentiment has been influenced against the great syndicate controlling the leading railroads of the State, and that this sentiment has prevented heretofore a solution of the differences.” 


“Although the railroad people have triumphed, we do not anticipate that they will try to wholly avoid their taxes, but we expect to see them pay at least the face of the same into the public treasuries.”  The editor goes on to acknowledge the railroad’s position that it only wanted to secure its equal rights before the law, not to avoid taxes.  The piece closes with the hope that the authorities will act so as to secure some small share of taxes from the railroad.

Daily Evening Expositor

Wednesday, May 12, 1886


“IT WAS THE FENCE”


“Our first dispatches gave only the fact that the railroad tax cases had been decided, without furnishing the grounds of the decision.  Later news showed that the Court had evaded the main questions at issue, and based its reasons for the decision on technical grounds, or reasons that to the ordinary human seem frivolous.  The Court holds that, the assessments cannot be the valid basis for a judgment against the Company.  The main point made is that the State Board of Equalization erred in assessing with the roadway, the fences supposed to be built on each side of the road; the value of which was fixed at $300 per mile.  The Court holds that this item should have been assessed as improvements and as there was no way to eliminate the illegal assessments from the legal, the whole assessment must fall.”  


“Justice Field in a separate decision [sic] states his regrets that the Court had not seen fit to consider the Constitutional questions involved.  The people generally feel with Justice Field, that the decision should have been made on broader grounds, so that the State might be guided as to the proper steps to take in future.”


“The general impression with the leading lawyers is, that there is now known no proper method for assessing the railroads, and that an extra session of the Legislature will have to be called to remedy the defect.  And thus is another calamity threatened us.  An extra session of the Legislature would be about as great an affliction as the loss of a year’s taxes from the railroad people.”


This editorial shows that in the decision itself of Santa Clara v. Southern Pacific the newspapers of the day saw no ruling about corporate personhood.  On the contrary, “IT WAS THE FENCE.”  Not even Justice Field, that tireless advocate of corporate personhood, saw anything in the decision that touched on the personhood issue.  The reason is that it was not the decision, but the headnote written later by Davis, the Supreme Court reporter, that finally gave corporations, albeit fraudulently, the personhood protections they had sought in vain for so long.  The Daily Evening Expositor made no further reference to Santa Clara during the rest of the year 1886, which is as far as I got.  The next task would be to check editorial comment when lawyers began to cite Santa Clara as precedent for corporate personhood.
