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    In memory of Steve Van Kirk, a good man and an old friend from my youth in Gilbert, Arizona during the 1950s & 60s.
Rest in peace my friend
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How it all began...

My English name is James Oliver Parker. My family moved to the San Gabriel Valley in 1906. Back then, there was only a handful of people in the entire valley. In 1867, Patricio and Quintina Acosta built their trading post on a bluff overlooking the confluence of the Gila and San Gabriel rivers. It was the first business in what would become the city of San Ramon, Arizona. The only other structure in the San Gabriel Valley was finding an old, abandoned Catholic mission.

In time, the small place would adopt the name of San Ramon after the old mission. According to local history, in 1714, the Catholic Bishop in Mexico City sent a young priest, Father Josef Kohler, to the San Gabriel Valley to save the souls of the Xalychidom Piipaash and the Tohono O’odham peoples by converting them to Roman Catholicism. They lived along the Gila and San Gabriel rivers for centuries, unaware that their souls needed saving. Twenty-two years later, in 1736, nothing remained of the Piipaash or the Tohono people in the San Gabriel Valley. All that remained was the foundation of the mission. The priest and all the people who lived in the northern part of Chiricahua County had vanished under mysterious conditions.

When the Acostas started their business, it was a livery stable, a small general store, and a saloon. By 1873, the U.S. cavalry established Camp Thompson on the south bank of the Gila, eight miles as the crow flies west of Acosta’s Trading Post. Camp Thompson was midway between Fort McDowell and Fort Huachuca. To the Acostas, this translated into a never-ending supply of young soldiers in need of a companion. There were plenty of Civil War widows willing to supply whatever the young soldiers needed. It wasn’t long before the Acostas’ business was more than dry goods and horses. They had gambling, a pool hall, a saloon, a small hotel, and a collection of young women from states out east and northern Mexico. When the soldiers needed a break from pursuing the Apache people around southern Arizona, they went to Acosta’s.

Other than the activity at Acosta’s whorehouse and bar, nothing much happened in the San Gabriel Valley. Starting at the turn of the twentieth century, Mormon settlers escaping the Mexican Revolution settled the valley. My parents, my siblings, and I were one of those Mormon families. These Mormon pioneers designed and developed the small town of San Ramon. One of the first buildings the Mormons erected was a new church on the northwest corner of San Ramon and Chula Vista roads.

The Law Comes to Chiricahua County, Arizona...

My mother always called me Diego. I was born in 1895 in the San Antonio Valley in the Mexican state of Chihuahua. I am the fourth oldest of twelve children of Hiram and Nellie Parker. In 1906, to escape the inevitable Mexican Revolution, my parents moved us to the little known and uninhabited San Gabriel Valley in Chiricahua County, Arizona.

For as far back as I can remember and for reasons I can’t explain, the Mormon beliefs just didn’t quite stick with me. Rosa Gonzales, who became my wife, tried hard to get me to become a Catholic. I told her I didn’t believe in all the nonsense in the religion I was brought up in, so why would I believe in all the nonsense in her religion? To make a long story short, after fifty-eight years of marriage, neither one of us are religious. There were those who were sure that Rosa and I would burn in hell, which I suppose could be true, but hell couldn’t be any worse than summertime in the San Gabriel Valley of Southern Arizona.

Rosa and I got married in the summer of 1919. A year later, Rosa was with child, and I didn’t have a job. My mother suggested that I run for the new position of Chiricahua County Sheriff. Running unopposed, and I’ve been the county sheriff ever since. I knew nothing about being the first full-time countywide law officer. After almost forty-five years as the county sheriff, I plan to retire at the end of the year. My plan is to start a garden and mind my own business.

I hadn’t completed my first day on the job before a select group of citizens with high moral standards came to visit. Half of the men were my cousins, uncles, and other men of good moral standing. They demanded I shut down that abomination of a whorehouse. My first duty was to tell Eudora Thurgood, the owner of Acosta’s whorehouse, to shut down by order of me—after all, I was the law. When I took office in 1920, Acosta’s had been a thriving brothel for almost fifty years. Eudora needs to know this as soon as possible. I went out to tell, not ask, Eudora she had no choice but to shut down—or else. I did not know what “or else” meant.

The House of Ill repute...

When I arrived, Miss Eudora congratulated me on my new job. She told me she knew I would be fantastic at it. I told her she had to shut down operations as soon as possible. She listened and didn’t appear to be the least bit upset. I told her she had no choice but to close the whorehouse part of her business. Her eyes filled with hope as she asked for a day to gather herself, hoping I would grant her request. Because she paid me a compliment, I gave her what she requested. What was the harm? When I left Acosta’s, I felt like things had gone so well. I was God’s gift to law and order in Chiricahua County, a natural-born officer of the law. The next morning, every man withdrew their name from the complaint, suggesting they may have overreacted. They claimed they hadn’t thought things through since there’s no state law against brothels. I learned the first of many hard lessons about human nature that day.

The whorehouse changed hands several times over the years. Everyone knew it as Acosta’s until Prohibition started, then they started calling it the Sundown Ranch. I saw myself as a peace officer that used common sense rather than just the law of the land. It troubled me when Prohibition started. I thought then, and still believe, it was an unenforceable law that would stir up a lot of hard feelings. Besides, Mexico not that far away could supply all the liquor a person could want. I made a deal with all three of the bar owners in Chiricahua County. They could open up only after sundown, provided there was no trouble. I threatened all of them that the first time I heard of a fight or any other ruckus, it would be over for all of them. There was the Top Rail Saloon that catered to those folks that wanted a drink without the whole damn county knowing. Sotomayor’s Cantina in Sonorita, that catered to Mexicans, and the Sundown Ranch that catered to anyone with a pulse and money in their pocket.

The Sundown Ranch was not only the oldest, but it was also the only one that offered liquor, a pool hall, gambling, and a whorehouse. It was a full-service establishment, a one-stop shopping kind of place. All three bars hired the biggest, meanest, no-nonsense peacekeepers and part-time outlaws. Prohibition came and went without a single incident in Chiricahua County. As long as these folks were running a fair business where nobody got hurt, I let them be. There wasn’t a year that went by in which someone, usually a bible thumper, demanded I shut down the Sundown Ranch. Every year, after I talked to the ranch about the complaint, for some mysterious reason, the complainer reconsidered.

The Beginning of the End...

Sunday morning in late spring of 1964 was the beginning of the end for the Sundown Ranch. Rosa and I were getting ready to have breakfast with all five of our grandkids.

My grandsons Luke and Brenden were in the living room playing chess while our three granddaughters were hanging out with Rosa and me in the kitchen.

“Papa,” said our youngest granddaughter Caroline, “Issy and Ava told me to tell you I’m sorry for what I said last night.”

“They did? Well, apology accepted, kiddo. I still love you this much.” Stretched my arms out as wide as I could.

“I love you a lot, Papa, but I just like Nana a lot better than you.”

Her older sister, Issy, and her cousin Ava gasped at hearing what she had said. “Caroline, you’re not being nice to Papa.”

Rosa faced the stove as if she were still cooking breakfast. The old woman was having a hard time hiding the fact that she was laughing at me.

“Well, young lady, you’re
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