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  As I began to research and write the second edition of the Nevada’s Remarkable Women book, I remembered again the beauty and grandeur that is Nevada and I was once again captivated with its rich, remarkable history.




  Mark Twain described the area around Carson City in the mid-1800s as “a desert, walled in by barren, snow clad mountains. There was not a tree in sight. There was no vegetation but the endless sage brush and greasewood. All nature was gray with it. We were plowing through great depths of powdery alkali dust that rose in thick clouds and floated across the plain like smoke from a burning house. . . . we and the sagebrush and the other scenery were all one monotonous color.”




  Several years later the author Idah Meacham Strobridge viewed the Nevada terrain as resplendent with “golden sunlight and purple shadows.” “If you love the Desert, and live in it, and lie awake at night under its low hanging stars, you know you are a part of the pulse beat of the universe, and you feel the swing of the spheres through space. And you hear through the silence the voice of God speaking.”




  How differently we view our surroundings. One individual sees a bleak and desolate wasteland, while another describes her home as resplendent in color, an almost religious experience. The women who first trekked across Nevada Territory’s rough terrain most certainly envisioned the land from diverse viewpoints. But something held them there. Few of the women in this book left Nevada once they smelled the sweet mountain air or tasted the gritty sand between their teeth.




  Miners Ferminia Sarras and Josie Pearl made and lost fortunes through their years roaming Nevada’s hills, but neither sought to leave their rocky confines for more luxurious surroundings.




  Educator Maude Frazier found her treks along Nevada’s dusty trails exhilarating as she watched “the ever changing lights and shadows on the far mountains, the gorgeous desert flora.”




  Attorney Felice Cohn and physician Eliza Cook discovered more than enough to keep them tied to the state as they strove to improve the lives of women and children who sought freedom from illness, poverty, intolerance, even violence.




  Nellie Mighels Davis, as one of the country’s first women newspaper publishers, provided much needed news of the affairs of the state.




  After the death of her husband, Helen Stewart continued to work their southern Nevada ranch and then witnessed the first glimmer of neon lights along Las Vegas’s then desolate streets. Mayme Stocker sought out those bright lights and became an integral part of Las Vegas splendor and brilliance.




  Of the women who left Nevada, none succeeded in brushing the dust from her clothes or the beauty of the land from her thoughts. Idah Strobridge wrote pages describing the “mauve-tinged mountains” she left behind. From her California home, suffragist and politician Anne Henrietta Martin implored Nevada officials to entice and promote new businesses if they wanted the state to lose its “ugly duckling” reputation. Alison Bowers lost her family and fortune in the golden hills of Nevada, but she would not leave the meadows of Washoe Valley until forced to do so.




  Some women were bound to the land. Sarah Winnemucca Hopkins fought to keep her Paiute people within the territory of their ancestors, while an uneducated Washoe woman, Dat so la lee, wove her way into the hearts of Nevadans with the intricacy of her baskets designed from native materials. Despite the odds against her, Ah Cum Kee found stability in the state’s less-than-fertile soil, establishing herself as Nevada’s first Chinese woman farmer.




  Nevadans sometimes had to look long and hard to find beauty along the rowdy streets of early mining towns such as Virginia City. When the Daughters of Charity arrived on the Comstock, they gathered up the orphaned and abandoned children, even the “soiled doves,” tucking all under the protective wings of their wide cornettes.




  All these women saw what could be, not what was, and they determined that this barren land was habitable and lovely and grand, making it the ideal spot to settle down, produce children, and raise havoc when education and social progress needed a determined yet compassionate hand.




  Today the legacies of these women, as well as all Nevada’s pioneering women, continue through the work of the Nevada Women’s History Project (NWHP). Started in 1994, the statewide organization serves as an educational, nonprofit venture “providing visibility and support for the gathering and dissemination of history about the roles and contributions of Nevada women of every race, class, and ethnic background.” The NWHP presents programs and projects across the state promoting the women who endured the harshness of the Nevada terrain in order to build a home, rear a family, and pave the way toward stability and equality.




  After I saw Nevada’s mauve-tinged mountains and purple shadows that Idah Strobridge wrote about so many years ago, I understood why pioneering women fell in love with this country and stayed. The Sagebrush State, or Silver State—both nomenclatures aptly describe Nevada—boasts 110,000 square miles of piñon and ancient bristlecone pine trees, sagebrush flowers tempting the appetites of slow-moving desert tortoises, desert bighorn sheep crowned with massive curled horns, and mountain bluebirds singing from the highest snowcapped mountaintops. With gold and silver dominating the myriad ores located across the state, Nevada attracts the bold and brave, the daring and daredevil.




  There are many other remarkable Nevada women whose stories are not told between the pages of this book. I urge you to seek them out, discover their uniqueness, and pass along their histories to your children and grandchildren. Only then will their lives be truly complete.
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  ALISON ORAM BOWERS
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  1826–1903




  Eilley’s Millions




  “Welcome to Bowers Mansion!” Alison Bowers could have shouted the words from the rooftop of her new home in Nevada Territory’s Washoe Valley, thousands of miles from her native Scotland. She lovingly admired the furnishings she and her husband, Sandy, had purchased on a grand European adventure: fireplace mantels sculpted from Italian marble, elaborate furniture, paintings by renowned artists. More than one thousand leather-bound books lined her library shelves waiting to be read. She gently fingered the silver table service designed by a French silversmith. Gold and silver doorknobs adorned every room of the mansion. Her wine cellar held vintages from the finest vineyards in France. And just outside her front door, she had lined her veranda with ivy brought all the way from England’s Westminster Abbey, mingling it with Scottish broom gathered in her homeland.




  Although short and stout, Alison—or Eilley, as she was better known—almost floated across the specially designed carpets as she traipsed from room to room. Her blue glacé silk dress, an original Paris design, was adorned with sprigs of apple blossom garlands and ribbons that fluttered in the glow of hundreds of candles as if tiny fireflies had invaded her luxurious home. All her efforts, and so much money, had brought to fruition her childhood vision of living in a mansion set against a backdrop of majestic mountains and lush meadows.
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  As a young girl growing up in Scotland, usually standing over a steaming pot of stew or mound of dirty clothing, young Eilley Oram (sometimes spelled Orrum) often envisioned a life surrounded by snowcapped mountains from which trickling streams meandered into meadows resplendent with flowers. Many Scottish women were said to be clairvoyant, so it was not unusual that she had these vivid dreams. Eilley also treasured her “peep stone,” an oval glass ball that Scottish seeresses claimed gave them insight into future events.




  Born in the Royal Burgh of Forfar, Scotland, on September 6, 1826, one of ten children, Eilley wanted more than the poor farmland her father toiled, more than the backbreaking housework her mother endured. When the opportunity arose to flee the cold muddy shores of her heritage, she left with little regret.




  Members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints recruited widely across Europe, seeking members to join their new colony in America. Eilley felt no particular affiliation to Mormon beliefs but accepted the faith to escape the drudgery that awaited her if she stayed in Scotland. At the age of fifteen, and with the disapproval of her parents, she left for America.




  Accompanied by her married sister Betsy and Betsy’s husband, Eilley arrived in Nauvoo, Illinois, in 1841. The following year she married a fellow Scotsman, the widower Stephen Hunter, who was thirty years her senior. The couple soon joined the exodus of Mormons heading for Utah Territory’s Great Salt Lake Valley.




  Throughout her marriage to Hunter, Eilley watched fervently for signs she was pregnant. When no children were forthcoming, Hunter looked about for another wife to give him heirs. Polygamy was legal within the Mormon community, but Eilley had no desire to share her husband with another woman. She paid $15 to divorce Hunter in 1850, then supported herself by working in a Salt Lake general store.




  She married again in 1853. Alexander Cowan, a hardworking farmer, had no desire to take more than one wife. In fact, he was hard pressed to afford even one.




  When Mormon leader Brigham Young called for the establishment of new colonies in uncharted western lands, the Cowans sold their meager farm and in 1855 ventured to the new settlement of Mormon Station, near present day Carson City. They soon moved on to Washoe Valley and the newly established community of Franktown. These Mormon settlements would eventually become part of Nevada Territory.




  Arriving in Washoe Valley, Eilley saw the snow atop towering Mount Rose. She watched the streams flowing into the lush valley below. When she put her hand into a spring and discovered hot water bubbling forth, she told her husband to purchase the land—this was where they would settle. For about $100, the Cowans bought 320 acres that already included a roughly hewn log house.




  The spring and summer months brought bountiful crops. But when winter set in, the ground froze, and little could be accomplished until it thawed. Eilley convinced Cowan to build a boardinghouse across the hill in an area miners wistfully called Gold Canyon. Stragglers from spent California gold mines had heard rumors of promising ore veins in these Nevada hills since 1850, but so far little had been found to warrant much interest.




  In her Scottish brogue, Eilley called her mule trips from Washoe Valley to Gold Canyon “goin’ over the hell.” She fed her boarders and cleaned their clothes, bringing in enough money to sustain the Cowans through the hard, cold winter months.




  A handful of miners worked Nevada’s barren hills. In their zeal for gold, they threw away the black, gooey sand that covered their meager strikes, believing it nothing but filthy sludge. This silt, however, contained valuable deposits of silver that would soon create the impetus for thousands to leave their homes and head for Nevada.




  In 1857 resentment against Mormon encroachment on western lands led Brigham Young to recall his flock to Salt Lake. Cowan readied the farm to leave, but Eilley wanted to stay. She convinced Cowan she could hire men to work the farm while she tended to her boarders in Gold Canyon. Cowan returned to her periodically, but by August 1858 he left for good.




  As more miners invaded Nevada’s hills, Eilley built a new boardinghouse in the growing settlement of Gold Hill. One of her boarders, Lemuel Sanford “Sandy” Bowers, and his partner, James Rogers, owned a twenty-foot mining claim in Gold Canyon. James “Old Virginny” Finney (who reputedly named the town of Virginia City) also owned mining interests in the area, as did drifter and sometime miner T. Henry Paige “Old Pancake” Comstock. Comstock boasted so often, and so loudly, that he was one of the first discoverers of ore in Gold Canyon that when the gold and silver boom finally erupted, the area became known as the Comstock Lode.




  Some of the first Comstock mining claims were recorded in a registration book supposedly kept on a shelf behind a bar in a local saloon. Sandy Bowers and James Rogers registered their holdings on January 28, 1859.




  Gold Canyon veins finally started producing, yielding about $1,500 per ton of gold. When the first silver was extracted from the sticky mud that adhered to the gold deposits, the shiny ore proved to be worth twice as much—more than $3,000 a ton.




  Between 1859 and 1890 the mines around Gold Canyon produced one of the largest strikes in history, with more than $400 million in gold and silver extracted from the hills. The communities that evolved from this bonanza—Gold Hill, Silver City, and Virginia City—became the central towns of the Comstock Lode.




  Virginia City emerged as the most active community, boasting a population of better than thirty thousand during the height of its prosperity. Precious ore seemed to seep out of the ground, bringing with it a menagerie of hastily erected tents and lean-to shacks, saloons, gambling halls, and brothels, along with an assortment of people from almost every part of the world. Men who had never seen more than $10 at one time now amassed fortunes overnight. No ground was left unturned beneath the shadow of Mount Davidson.




  Eilley was not immune to the lure of riches, but stories vary as to how she acquired her own ten-foot claim. Some say one of her boarders, unable to pay his bill, gave her the deed to his mine as payment. But the old ledger on the saloon shelf indicated she paid $100 a foot for James Rogers’s one-half interest in the claim he owned with Sandy Bowers. However she acquired it, Eilley and Sandy now owned adjoining claims. Over the ensuing years they would amass a fortune worth more than $4 million. Alison “Eilley” Bowers became the first woman millionaire on the Comstock.




  On August 9, 1859, Eilley, now thirty-three, married twenty-six-year-old Sandy Bowers. She had not yet, however, divorced Alexander Cowan. Claiming desertion, she finalized the divorce on June 4, 1860, and was awarded one-half of the 320 acres she and Cowan owned in Washoe Valley.




  On June 28, 1860, as the Bowerses’ mines spewed forth thousands of dollars in ore, Eilley gave birth to a son, John Jasper Bowers. The elation of both Eilley and Sandy was short lived. Young John died on August 27, 1860.




  The following year, Eilley found herself pregnant again. Possibly to celebrate the arrival of another child, a June 15, 1861, Territorial Enterprise article noted that “Sandy Bowers had made his wife a present of one hundred tons of rock. Since then it has been crushed and has yielded $7000.00.”




  The day after the article appeared, so did little Theresa Fortuntas Bowers. The little girl died within three months, however, on September 17, 1861. Pioneer families suffered the loss of young children all too often. In its early years Nevada Territory enticed few doctors, and those who did come relied on limited knowledge and resources to aid the sick and injured. Quite possibly neither Bowers child ever saw a doctor. Eilley was left with empty arms after burying both her children in Gold Hill.
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  Maybe to ease the sorrow over the loss of their children, but more likely because they had more money than either had ever envisioned, the Bowerses began building their mansion on Eilley’s 160 acres in Washoe Valley.




  While the house was under construction, the couple planned a grand European trip to purchase furnishings for their new home. On the evening of their departure from Virginia City, they hosted a magnificent banquet at the International Hotel, inviting the entire town to feast on an elaborate menu including free champagne. An unsophisticated Sandy addressed the crowd: “I’ve been in this yer country amongst the furst that come here. I’ve had powerful good luck, and I’ve got money to throw at the birds. . . . so me and Mrs. Bowers is agon’ to Yoorop to take in the sights.”




  The Bowerses left out of San Francisco on May 2, 1862, on the steamer Golden Gate. Arriving in England, Eilley looked forward to meeting Queen Victoria. She had a luxurious gown made for the occasion, a rich royal purple dress decorated with roses supposedly stitched in pure gold. Still, as hard and as often as she tried to see the queen, she was always rebuffed: Queen Victoria refused to see any divorced women. In recourse, Eilley is said to have taken ivy cuttings from Westminster Abbey that she carefully carried all the way back to Washoe Valley and planted around her mansion’s veranda.




  Eilley bought furniture in London. In Paris she purchased silverware, jewelry, and a vast wardrobe of dresses. The couple journeyed to Scotland for a reunion with Eilley’s family. While there, she had a chair built out of rich walnut wood, stiff and formal, fit for a queen. They traveled to Italy and commissioned a Florence sculptor to create a series of statues. Only the heads, though; Eilley did not approve of the immodest full-body statues that lined the streets of Italy.




  The Bowerses returned to Nevada in April 1863. When she got off the stage in Virginia City, Eilley held a baby girl in her arms. Speculation swirled like the Washoe zephyr winds as to where and how Eilley had acquired this child she called Margaret Persia Bowers. Though initially Margaret was thought to be Eilley’s own daughter, born on the crossing to Europe, this story was never verified.




  Another hypothesis claimed the child was born on board the returning ship to a Margaret Wixson, who subsequently died and was buried at sea. Eilley reportedly told the ship’s captain she would search for the child’s relatives when they docked, but when she failed to find them, she took the child to rear as her own. Yet another theory supposed Eilley adopted a Scottish-born child on the trip to her homeland. No proof exists for any of these assumptions, and Eilley never cared to disclose the truth.




  Margaret Persia Bowers grew up in the newly constructed $400,000 Bowers Mansion, nestled in the foothills of towering Mount Rose. When Eilley first opened the doors of her mansion to greet Virginia City society, she eagerly anticipated the town clamoring to see the magnificent furnishings she had purchased in Europe. She was greatly disappointed.




  Ill feeling against Mormons was still prevalent in Nevada; in addition, Eilley was a twice-divorced woman, something the good citizens of Virginia City refused to forgive. Later, as long as the liquor flowed and lavish meals satisfied their bellies, the elite of Virginia City accepted Eilley’s hospitality and tolerated her display of unbridled wealth. But behind her back, they ridiculed the elaborate mansion as “Bowers’ Folly.”




  By 1866 the Gold Canyon mines were playing out, and with the end of the Civil War, the country’s need for massive amounts of ore declined. Eilley had never interfered with the management of the mines, relying on Sandy’s abilities to assure that the money flowed as quickly as they both spent it. Unfortunately, Sandy had loaned thousands of dollars to anyone with a hand out. He’d mortgaged and sold their stock, and had even started negotiations to sell part of their holdings. To manage the mines more efficiently, he moved to Gold Hill to be on site, always assuming the next big strike was just a few feet away. Working tirelessly, he developed a cough that gave way to chills and fever.




  On April 21, 1868, thirty-five-year-old Sandy Bowers died of silicosis, a lung disease prevalent in mining communities. Large amounts of dust from rocks found deep within the earth’s crust suffocated unsuspecting miners. Eilley took Sandy’s ashes back to Washoe Valley and buried them on a hill behind Bowers Mansion.




  As the mining industry collapsed and her millions dwindled, Eilley still had a child to rear and a mansion that required thousands of dollars to maintain. An entrepreneurial woman, she determined her grand house could provide the money she and Margaret Persia needed. Charging admission, she organized dances and social events, advertising the hot springs as beneficial to invalids and the cool pools as relief on torrid summer days. She borrowed money to construct an addition that provided rooms for boarders as well as space for a dance hall.




  An 1870 Carson City newspaper reported that for $5, one could enjoy such niceties at the Bowers Mansion as indoor bathrooms, a billiard room, and an expansive library. “The house itself is the most expensive and complete of any in Nevada, being furnished splendidly throughout.”




  Eilley finally realized she would have to sell the mines to pay off her ever-demanding creditors. The sale allowed her to keep the mansion for a while, but eventually she had to admit the place was too expensive to maintain. She urged the state to buy Bowers Mansion for use as an insane asylum, but the deal fell through.




  To keep her creditors at bay and hold on to the mansion a while longer, she raffled off some of her possessions. For $2.50, one could buy a chance to own diamonds valued as high as $5,000, portraits by renowned artists, her valued silver service from Paris, furnishings and clothing from the grandest European shops. She continued to hold balls and parties; these brought in pittances that did little to appease her creditors.




  Eilley had boarded Margaret Persia with friends in Reno so the child could attend school and to keep her away from the mansion’s socials and sometimes raucous parties. There, on the night of July 14, 1874, Margaret Persia lay on her bed burning with fever. Eilley raced to her side, but her twelve-year-old daughter died before she arrived. Both scarlet fever and acute appendicitis were mentioned as possible causes of her death, but summer fevers were also sweeping through Reno that year, bringing typhoid, cholera, diphtheria, and malaria. Since vital records were not kept until 1887, the true cause of Margaret Persia’s death remains a mystery.




  Eilley took her last child home and buried her beside Sandy behind Bowers Mansion. Although she continued to hold gatherings at the house, her heart remained on the hill where her husband and daughter lay.




  One of her largest and most successful parties occurred on June 26, 1875, when more than four thousand members of the Pacific Coast Pioneers surged onto the lawns of Bowers Mansion for their Second Grand Outing. The Virginia & Truckee Railroad added twenty-two extra cars out of Reno for the event. An additional fifteen cars were coupled on at the Gold Hill station, two more in Silver City, and another in Carson City.




  The party became a fitting send-off for the grand mansion, for within the year Eilley’s creditors finally lost patience. A sheriff’s sale held at the Reno courthouse on May 3, 1876, finally divorced Eilley from her magnificent mansion. She had six months to settle the judgments against her before the sale became final, but she could not raise even the smallest amount to cover her debts. On November 27, 1876, Bowers Mansion passed out of her hands for good. Valued at $638,000 at the time of Sandy Bowers’s death, Eilley’s beloved mansion was wrested from her hands for a mere $10,000.
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  With no family and no means of support, Eilley took out her “peep stone” and set herself up in Virginia City as the Washoe Seeress, looking into the future for anyone willing to pay. She placed an ad in the Territorial Enterprise advertising her skills at clairvoyance:




  
MRS. L. S. BOWERS




  THE FAMOUS WASHOE SEERESS!




  Has returned to the Comstock and may be consulted at her residence, southwest corner of A street and Sutton Avenue, Virginia City. She will remain only about three weeks.






  An 1878 Territorial Enterprise article promoted Eilley Bowers as “our own seeress,” who “had a peculiar gift of some kind which enabled her to ‘get out of herself ’ in some way and see and foretell curious things. . . . Better to consult those who have some reputation than to pay exorbitant prices to strolling humbugs.”




  A distraught woman asked Eilley to help locate a valuable ring. When Eilley envisioned it tossed in the trash, the woman looked and there was the ring. She told a carpenter not to go up on scaffolding, as it would collapse. He didn’t go up and the scaffolding fell down. She supposedly predicted the devastating 1875 fire that destroyed large portions of Virginia City. She was not always successful with her messages, however; at one point she foretold a devastating earthquake, sending people scrambling to reinforce their homes and businesses. But the earth never shook.




  As the population of Virginia City faded with the continuing decline of the mining industry, Eilley’s business also waned. She moved to San Francisco in the 1880s and again advertised herself as a seeress. When she eventually returned to Nevada, her hearing had become so diminished she could not decipher the requests of her customers. Destitute, she relied on old friends to take her in, but finally ended up in the Washoe County poorhouse.




  In 1900 Eilley wrote to everyone she knew asking for support in her claim against the government. She argued that she and Sandy had donated thousands of dollars to fight Indian wars as well as the Civil War, and she felt she deserved some of the money back to support her in her aging years. Ironically, her pleas for assistance fell on deaf ears.




  By 1901 Nevada and California officials were arguing over who should assume the financial burden of providing care for Eilley. That August, Reno officials put her on a train for San Francisco with only $30 in her pocket. She lived at the King’s Daughters Home in Oakland until her death on October 27, 1903, at the age of seventy-seven. Her ashes were eventually returned to Nevada and buried alongside her husband and daughter.




  Alison “Eilley” Bowers left a legacy to the state of Nevada—her beloved Bowers Mansion in Washoe Valley. It stands today, about halfway between Reno and Carson City, as a monument to the woman who defied the mores of the day, divorced two men, made millions in the great Comstock bonanza, and designed, built, and furnished a house the likes of which had never been seen in Nevada. She outlived practically all the Comstock kings of fortune.




  “Thus Nevada shakes off the responsibility of the destitute Washoe Seeress,” lamented the Nevada State Journal when Eilley was discarded by the state. “Western hospitality, me thinks, has taken unto itself wings and fled. But fare you well Mrs. Bowers, and our blessings (if nothing else) be with you.”




  FERMINIA SARRAS
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  1840–1915




  Hard-Rock Miner




  The mound of gold coins spilled across the kitchen table, scattering onto the unstable wooden floor. Ferminia Sarras’s dark Spanish eyes darted rapidly from coin to coin as she counted the riches before her. She may even have laughed aloud or danced a jig as she thought of the investors lining up to buy her mining claims. She was more than happy to negotiate away the years she had worked chipping out a living on hard rock and sterile soil in western Nevada. There were always men who would rather buy existing claims than dig their own fortunes.
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