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SARAH BOWMAN

The Great Western

The year was 1848. The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo had just been signed, adding over 500,000 square miles to the United States and officially ending the Mexican-American War. As American soldiers prepared to depart their camp in Northern Mexico, a woman came dashing through on horseback. The men could see she was great in stature astride her horse, towering over the animal as she rode past. “Who wants a wife with $15,000 and the biggest leg in Mexico!” she shouted. “Come, my beauties, don’t all speak at once—who is the lucky man?”1 The men stood aghast, perhaps even amused, as the beautiful lady rode to and fro, calling out to them. One of them, a man named Davis, finally flagged her down. He would take her up on her offer, he said, but only if a real priest performed a marriage ceremony. The great lady laughed. “Bring your blanket to my tent tonight,” she challenged, “and I will learn you to tie a knot that will satisfy you, I reckon!”2

In a time when the average man was five feet, seven inches tall, an Amazon like Sarah Bowman could give one pause. At six feet tall, Sarah managed to maintain her hourglass figure despite weighing in at two hundred pounds. She was described as “a remarkably large, well-proportioned strong woman, of strong nerves, and great physical power.”3 Sarah not only stood out in stature, but played an integral part in early American history. In time she would fill the role of cook, innkeeper, laundress, madam, nurse, restaurant owner, and even soldier. But there is one part of her past that has often prevented her from being portrayed as the heroine she was: Sarah Bowman preferred to live among men, and she willingly sold them sex.
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Sarah Bowman, as portrayed by Samuel Chamberlain
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Born Sarah Knight between 1812 and 1817 in Tennessee or Missouri, Sarah was raised as a typical child of the frontier. She couldn’t read or write, but she did learn to speak fluent Spanish, which would prove beneficial later in her life. She also knew how to handle men and she liked them—a lot. Over time Sarah would marry or take up with several members of the opposite sex, either soldiers or other men who could help her with her long and illustrious career. Sarah’s life as a sometime Army wife appears to have begun in 1845 in Missouri. Her first husband, John Langwell, was in the Seventh Infantry.4

To make her own way, Sarah initially worked as a laundress. When the troops moved to Corpus Christi Bay in Texas, Sarah went too, taking on additional work as a cook and nurse. She continued traipsing after the troops through 1846, sometimes preferring her own mode of transportation versus riding in a military wagon. By doing so, she was mistaken for a “camp follower” by the Niles National Register, a national newspaper which reported news from all over America. Others called her “The Great Western,” after a well-known steamship built in 1838 that was, for a time, the largest passenger ship in the world.5

“The Great Western” was indeed a camp follower of sorts. After splitting from her husband, Sarah remained with the military. The men, including President Zachary Taylor, appreciated both her skills and her courage. She was on hand during the Mexican–American War when troops from both sides clashed in March of 1846. Seeing the Americans threatening to cross a stream, Sarah told the commander, “If the general would give me a strong pair of [pants], I’d wade that river and whip every scoundrel that dared show himself.”6 Texas Ranger John Salmon Ford would later say that Sarah “could whip any man, fair fight or foul, could shoot a pistol better than anyone in the region, and at black jack could outplay (or out cheat) the slickest professional gambler.”7

By May Sarah had married her second husband, a man named Jack Borginnes who was assigned to Fort Brown in Texas. There, during another scuffle between forces, she remained cool and collected as she cooked for the men, tended the wounded, and performed other duties even as flying bullets passed through her bonnet and struck her bread tray. Newspapers now christened her the “Heroine of Fort Brown.” And nobody dared slander her name, even when she opened the American House at nearby Matamoros, taking in soldiers but also supplying liquor and prostitutes.8 In 1847 one Sam Curtis jotted in his journal that he had “remained in town during the night and paid $2.50 for my entertainment at the boarding house of the Great Western.”9

Sarah’s further adventures included again using her skills during the Battle of Buena Vista and other skirmishes. She endured a saber cut on her cheek during a battle to the death with a Mexican soldier (she won), and coldcocked a private who ran into the American House bellowing that Taylor had been defeated. “You damned son of a bitch, there ain’t Mexicans enough in Mexico to whip old Taylor,” Sarah seethed. “You just spread that report and I’ll beat you to death.”10

By the time the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo was signed in 1848, Borginnes had died or left Sarah. When she found that only military wives were allowed to join a regiment headed to California, she made her daring ride across the camp soliciting a husband with her “biggest leg in Mexico.” History is unclear whether the man named Davis actually married her, or even stayed with her for long. Sarah was alone when she landed in El Paso, Texas, in 1849 and opened an inn. Some called it a hotel, some called it a whorehouse. Either way, Sarah wasn’t there for long. Eventually she traveled to Arizona City, one of the earliest settlements in what is now Yuma, Arizona.11

When Arizona City bored her, Sarah moved again. By 1850, she was in Socorro, New Mexico. Some historians say she ran a bordello there, but the census for that year actually shows her living near a garrison at the home of Juan Duran (who is identified as female). Also in the home were five children with the last name of Skinner, their ages ranging from two to sixteen years old. A sixth child was nine-year-old Maria Gillego. Two male servants, Jose Reyes and Jose Lia, also lived in the house.12 Around this time, Sarah also met and married Albert Bowman, a soldier fifteen years younger than she.

The Bowmans began traveling between Socorro and Yuma. In the latter place, Sarah’s combination restaurant, bar, boardinghouse, and brothel did well. She also continued her habit of caring for orphans, something she might have been doing for the Skinner children in 1850. In 1852 Army wife Anna Maria Morris was on the way to Fort Webster, New Mexico, and followed directly behind Sarah’s wagon. A few weeks after the wagon train’s arrival, Anna reported that “The ‘Western’ Mrs. Bowman is going with the party to California. In the evening I commenced a quilted skirt for her little orphan girl.” Sarah had adopted the child after the girl’s parents died on the trail en route to California.13

Back in Yuma, Sarah continued recruiting call girls upon request. Major Samuel P. Heintzleman in his 1854 journal referred to Sarah as a “strumpet” who threw a party at her place. Two of his officers attended the soiree. Sarah, he said, “wished to take them two women.”14 In an 1855 letter from Lieutenant Sylvester Mowry of Fort Yuma to Edward J. “Ned” Bicknall in Providence, Rhode Island, Mowry wrote, “I have just got a little Sonoran girl for a mistress. She is seventeen, very pretty, dark hair, big black eyes, and dark complexion. For the present she is living with ‘The Great Western’ and comes up nights to my room …. Among her other good qualities, [Sarah] is an admirable pimp. She used to be a splendid looking woman and has done ‘good services’—but is too old for that now.”15

With the Yuma operation doing well, Sarah and Albert next purchased property in Tucson and moved there in 1856. Later, they also opened a saloon at Patagonia some sixty miles south. The 1860 census found the Bowmans back at Arizona City. Albert worked as an upholsterer as Sarah continued running her brothel. A year later, the couple closed the saloon at Patagonia, after nearby Fort Buchanan was abandoned and business slowed. Albert Bowman apparently left Sarah sometime in 1861, for when author Raphael Pumpelly and his friend Charles Poston visited that year, Pumpelly noted that Sarah was the only resident in town.16 Pumpelly also said, “Our landlady … was no longer young,” and recognized that “her relations with the soldiers were of two kinds. One of these does not admit of analysis; the other was angelic, for she was adored by the soldiers for her bravery in the field and for her unceasing kindness in nursing the sick and wounded ….”17 Pumpelly may have guessed that Sarah was leaning toward retirement, although she was still only in her fifties. Jeff Ake, in James B. O’Neil’s They Die But Once, remembered that his father called her “the greatest whore in the west” and that in 1861 she “sent her girls back to Mexico where they came from.”18

In 1866 Sarah was bit by a tarantula. Such an infliction would not normally be fatal, but on December 23, Sarah Bowman—the beautiful and brave Amazon who exhibited fear of no man—died from the spider’s bite. Her death affected many, and her funeral procession in Yuma was truly something to behold as it moved slowly to the cemetery, led by the “vicar general” and troops of the Twelfth Infantry. A military band played as the group marched along. At the grave Sarah was laid to rest with military honors, complete with a gun salute. She was even awarded the status of honorary private, United States Army. In all probability Sarah Bowman was the only soiled dove to ever receive a military service and burial in a federal military cemetery. In 1890, her body was exhumed with the other cemetery occupants and moved to the Presidio of San Francisco cemetery in California. There, Sarah rests still, under the military headstone she so deserved.19


PRESCOTT’S CHILDREN OF THE NIGHT

One of the worst perils a working girl could face was becoming pregnant. Unmarried mothers were already frowned upon by society to begin with, but an unwed, pregnant prostitute was even worse. The ladies of the evening, already burdened with being societal outcasts, could be put out of work by such a malady. Many girls used birth control, but in frontier Arizona there were few reliable remedies. Using opiates sometimes suspended menses. Diaphragms, the most common type of birth control available, could be fashioned with beeswax, eel skin, a hollowed-out orange half or a large glob of Vaseline. Wealthier girls could perhaps afford condoms made from animal intestines, or later, rubber. Douching with a choice of anything from water to more dangerous substances such as alum or sulphate of zinc could actually push sperm farther into the uterus. Thus, those who employed these practices were susceptible to their birth control failing them.1

If a woman found herself pregnant, she was naturally left with two choices: either have an abortion or carry the baby to term. But abortions could be hard to come by, especially after Congress passed the Comstock Act in 1873, an “Act of the Suppression of Trade in, and Circulation of, Obscene Literature and Articles of Immoral Use.” Such literature was actually meant to help all women and included information about contraception but also abortion. While women could still access information about such things via a friend, neighbor, or other means, the subject remained largely forbidden and the information unreliable. Few frontier doctors were skilled, willing, or even allowed by law to perform abortions. Within the red-light district might be a woman who knew how to do them, but such an operation came with great risk of infection or a botched procedure that could result in dire injury or death. Such back-alley “grannies” were only sometimes held responsible if their patients died. By 1900 the procedure was a felony in every state.2

On the other end of the pendulum, word of such an operation might further deplete a girl’s already tarnished reputation. Those desperate to terminate their pregnancies could try jumping up and down, running, prolonged horseback riding, douching with dangerous chemicals, or even throwing themselves to the ground or down a set of stairs. Some women tried to induce miscarriages with home remedies. Perhaps the most dangerous of these was ergot, a fungus that was already in use by some doctors to control bleeding after childbirth. The user could indeed induce a miscarriage, but risked other such dangerous side effects as cramps, vomiting, convulsions, and even gangrene of the extremities. Quinine could also be used, but the large doses required could damage the kidneys. Consumption of numerous herbs including black cohosh, saffron, and other kitchen spices could induce an abortion. Or not. In the latter case, an operation was the only other alternative. Many women who could not afford such services had no other choice but to give birth. Much of the time, if the infant survived, it was given away, abandoned, or turned over to an orphanage. But shame over their unwanted child and the means by which it was conceived could also persuade a woman to keep her baby and try to raise it herself.3

In early Prescott the shady ladies of Granite Street, just one block south of “Whiskey Row” along Montezuma Street, were mostly extended freedom and acceptance when it came to selling sex. Prescott was quite lenient in its laws against prostitution, often looking the other way when the ladies violated territorial anti-prostitution laws. Those women who strayed beyond the designated “restricted district” or violated other loosely worded city ordinances only came into the limelight when a real crime or violence was committed. Notably, little appeared in the newspapers about how officials dealt with children of the women. Various records, though scant, do illustrate how the fine citizens of Prescott accepted, adopted, and looked after orphans and abandoned children in their community.

A favorite story from Whiskey Row is that of Violet “Baby Bell” Hicks, who was intentionally abandoned by her mother, a respectable woman, at the Cabinet Saloon. Men in the saloon noticed the “comely young woman” who dropped the baby off, but apparently made no attempt to stop her. The forty or so men present gathered around the little bundle, and in due course some of them offered to adopt her. Legend states the men played dice with the stipulation that the winner would get the baby. In truth Probate Judge Charles Hicks, who handled adoptions in town, was summoned and subsequently took charge of the child. They say the men present sent Hicks off with $300 for the baby’s care. In the end, Hicks and his wife Allie adopted and raised Violet themselves.4

Most unfortunately Violet Hicks proved an exception to so many children who never lived to school age. Lack of prenatal care, qualified physicians in rural areas, and general knowledge of childcare could hinder a child’s growth and make it susceptible to illness and disease. It is no wonder that, in the days before aspirin, penicillin, and other medicines we depend on today, people—especially children—were subject to such illnesses as cholera, smallpox, and measles. Poor sanitary conditions could produce a number of fatal intestinal diseases—and, there were always colds which easily developed into a deadly pneumonia.5

In Yavapai County, the first documented child of a prostitute was Mariana Bran [sic], who is recorded in the 1864 Arizona Territorial Census as living with Santa Lopez, the mistress of “Negro Brown.”6 One-year-old Mariana may have been Brown’s child, her surname misspelled by the census taker. What happened to Mariana remains a mystery, but by 1870 even a well-cared-for inner-city child had only a 50 percent chance of making it to the age of five. At least three children were surviving in Prescott’s red-light district during that time. In July of 1870, the census noted that one house, occupied by three young women known as Maria Quavaris, Pancha Bolona, and Joan Arris, also included an eight-month-old infant named Savana Deas. The baby had been born in Arizona; any one of these three women might have been the child’s mother.7

Overall most prostitute mothers did not welcome the idea of a pregnancy or a child interfering with their professional lives. Only a small number of children followed in their mother’s footsteps; most were raised by family members or sent off to boarding schools by those mothers who could afford it. Other times the child was left behind with a relative or perhaps even abandoned along with the father. When prostitute Ellen “Nellie” Stackhouse (nee Ellen L. Crane) was murdered in 1877, it was noted she had a husband and child in San Francisco.8

Infant mortality rates due to their mother’s own actions had become so rampant by 1877 that Arizona Territory enacted a law against women killing or concealing the death of their “bastard” children, as follows:


“If any woman shall endeavor, privately, either by herself or the procurement of others, to conceal the death of any issue of her body, male or female, which, if born alive, would be a bastard, so that it may not come to light, whether it shall have been murdered or not, every such mother being convicted thereof shall suffer imprisonment in the county jail for a term not exceeding one year; provided, however, that nothing herein contained shall be so construed as to prevent such mother from being indicted and punished for the murder of such bastard child.”9



Plenty of living infants and children were present in Prescott’s red-light district along Granite Street. In 2005, archaeological excavations in portions of the neighborhood revealed marbles and other toys, indicating that at some point, children lived among the ladies. The 1880 census proves this also, revealing that prostitutes Mary Healey, Mollie Martin, Juana Lugo, and Francisca Tranery all had children residing with them in their brothels. Mary Healey and Mollie Martin both lived with madam Ann Hamilton in a plush parlor house on Granite Street. Mary had an eight-month-old son, Henry, born the previous September. Very little is known about mother and child, save for the census information. According to that, Mary had been born in 1861 in California. Henry was also born there, and the only information known about his father is that he had been born in Massachusetts.10
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The Union Saloon on Granite Street was the hub of red-light activities.

Jan MacKell Collins.



A little more is known about Mollie Martin and her daughter, Edith. Mollie was born in 1856 in New Jersey and told the census taker she was married. Edith had been born in Arizona in 1878, and her father had been born in Virginia.11 Mollie was either pregnant with Edith or had already given birth in April of 1878 when she was involved in a scuffle. The Weekly Arizona Miner reported that Mollie, Willie Beatty, and Jennie Warren had appeared in court on assault and battery charges. The threesome pleaded guilty and were fined $25 each. “The fines were paid,” concluded the paper, “and the damsels discharged.”12 An excavation of Ann Hamilton’s brothel in 2004 revealed a small porcelain doll head. Did the doll belong to Edith? The truth will likely never be known.13

Little is known about Juana Lugo’s three-year-old daughter, Josephine, except that she was born in Arizona. In the case of Francisca Tranery, the thirty-year-old woman actually had two children living with her. One was her daughter, a ten-year-old named Rosa who was born in Arizona. The other, six-year-old Francisco Fryo, is listed in the 1880 census as a “boarder.” No other information about the boy, except that he had been born in Arizona and his parents were born in Mexico, is known. Children also were present with prostitutes living at the mining camps in the Bradshaw Mountains close to Prescott. At the Peck Mine was twenty-five-year-old Josepa Noreiga of Mexico. Josepa lived with stable keeper W. J. Milvenon and miner Thomas Gormley. Also in the house was Josepa’s son, two-year-old Charles Noreiga, listed as a nephew of Milvenon. Charles’s birthplace was listed as Arizona. His father was born in Ohio. Since Milvenon claimed to have been born in Massachusetts, and Gormley was from Connecticut, it can be safely assumed that neither man was Charles’s father.14

By 1900, the mortality rate for American children on average was slightly lower than before, with toddlers averaging a 75 percent chance of surviving to the age of five. Those who were born into a
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