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I first learned about Isabel Lamance nearly 30 years ago now, when I was doing research in a small northern Nevada ranching town.  By the time I arrived in the valley in 1982, she had been dead for half a century. But there were a handful of long-gone valley residents I seemed to “run into” over and over, rummaging through old court records, wandering around the local cemetery, or listening to people’s stories about the town’s history.  Isabel was one of the most memorable, and the more I learned about her personal story, the more fascinated I got.  I worked in the valley for seven years, and by the end, in the throes of writing the dissertation, I would literally find myself having these imaginary conversations with her.  (Probably a good indicator of the level of psychosis induced by the graduate school process…).  Anyway, several years later, when we were looking for a reasonable name for our new baby girl, I suggested ‘Isabel’, after this amazing woman I’d never really met but felt like I knew, and certainly admired.  
So what was her story?  Here’s a basic summary, (we could write a longer and much more detailed version if I went back through the old fieldnotes, but this is what I remember):  

Isabel Lamance was a 16 year-old widow and Civil War refugee when she arrived with her elderly father in Paradise Valley, Nevada in the early 1860s.  She’d left the hills of her native Tennessee, fleeing the violence and starvation wracking that part of the country as the warfare intensified, and troops from both sides began to prey on the resources of the local farmers.  Her last name wasn’t “Lamance”, yet.  Her father’s name was Dougherty, but in the 1865 state census, she’s listed by another name, which I’ve forgotten; the name of her deceased husband.  She had no children at that time.
Together, father and daughter opened a stage stop at the southern end of the valley.  It was a prime location, because it was at a key crossroads: one road leading north over the Santa Rosa range into the Black Rock Desert (site of today’s “Burning Man” festival) and Fort McDermitt, and one leading east up into Paradise Valley proper, and to Fort Union.  
Even more importantly, their stage stop was nestled at the foot of the pass over the mountains, meaning they got lots of business.  This was because of a basic mechanical principle of horse-drawn freight lines. In the pooltable-flat stretches of the Nevada desert, you could hitch together up to three large freight wagons, and then hitch up as many teams (pairs) of horses, mules, or oxen as you needed to move the weight, using a basic formula of one ton per team.  Generally speaking, freighters maxed out what they could manage at about 10 teams, or 20 animals.  But where the roads climbed over passes and mountains, you had to stop and reconfigure the loads.  Usually, it took the same 20 animals to haul a single fully loaded freight wagon up over the grade at the Santa Rosa pass.  So the northbound teamsters would pull into the Dougherty stage stop, unhitch their three-wagon loads, and then haul one wagon at a time over the pass to the matching stage stop on the other side.  Then drive the horse teams back over to Dougherty’s, pick up the second wagon, and repeat the trip.  And then again the third time.  Depending on the load, the teams, the condition of the road, and the weather, this process could take a day or more.  Meanwhile, the southbound stages would be doing the same thing, in reverse.
Business seems to have been good, because the station thrived.  But in the late 1860s, Isabel’s father died, and the stage stop was sold.  Isabel married again about this time, to a man named Chesley Lamance.  Lamance had a ranch up at the eastern end of the valley, and had just opened a general store close to nearby Fort Union.  The couple settled into life with Chesley running the ranch, and Isabel working in the store.  Within two years of their wedding, Isabel gave birth to her only child, a daughter named Lilly.  
And then tragedy struck again: while herding cattle one day, Chesley was thrown from his horse.  His head struck a rock, and he died instantly.  Isabel was once again a widow, this time with a small child to raise.  She never marries again.  At roughly the same time, in the early 1870s, the federal government closed Fort Union, and the Lamance store went out of business.  For the next decade or so, Isabel’s presence in the records goes more or less silent.  But she kept the ranch, and her tax assessment records show that she slowly but steadily built it into a profitable operation, adding outbuildings, larger cattle herds, and more big-ticket items like expensive imported farm equipment, a good buggy, and possibly building a larger house.  
By the late 1870s, Paradise Valley had changed dramatically.  Silver had been discovered in the ravines of the Humboldt Range, just above the valley floor.  The valley’s central town became a boomtown, with hundreds of people pouring through on their way to the mines in the mountains at the northeastern rim of the valley.  Businesses sprouted up effectively overnight along the two main streets of the tiny crossroads town.  And at some point around this time, Isabel Lamance, by now in her mid-30s, moved into town from the ranch, and opened two businesses: a freight line and livery stable, and a small shop for “dishes and other finery”, both located right on Main Street.  
Her businesses did well.  It was somewhat unusual, but definitely not unheard-of, for a woman to be operating these kinds of enterprises in the boomtown economies of the later 19th century West.   Women often ran businesses in combination with other family enterprises.  But a better understanding of Isabel Lamance’s place as an unmarried, widowed woman in this small community comes from a different information source altogether: the county deed books.  Beginning in the early 1880s, Isabel’s name starts to appear as the ‘grantor’ (seller) on a series of deed transfers.  These nearly always record the sale of houses, along with a few small shops.  Isabel was selling these small properties, again, nearly always to other women.  I wasn’t able to track down each of the people she sold to, but in one case, it was very well-documented.  She sold a house to a woman with six children who had recently lost her husband in a terrible mine explosion and cave-in at the local silver mines.  The evidence suggests that Isabel was using some of the profits from her businesses to fund a sort of local aid organization that helped other women with families afford homes, and in some cases, launch small businesses.  (Remember: this is a place and time with no Social Security, no welfare, no federal disaster relief, and no worker’s compensation laws.)
Isabel’s daughter Lilly married in her late teens, to local rancher and butchershop owner Conrad Hinkey.  It must have seemed like a great match; the Hinkey brothers owned several ranches and businesses throughout the valley, as well as holding a large number of shares in the local mine.  But then, in her early 20s, Lilly died in childbirth.  At around this time, Isabel Lamance erected a beautiful marble monument in the town cemetery.  The tombstone is in the shape of an obelisk, in a very simple style popular at the time.  On three of the four sides are carved the names of her father, her husband Chesley, and her daughter Lilly and an infant grandchild.  
This part of Isabel’s history may help to explain one other kind of record where her name appears very frequently.  Beginning around 1900, physicians attending the birth of children were required to file formal birth records with the county.  For Paradise Valley residents, there were several physicians who would make the trek out from nearby Winnemucca, 40 miles away, to deliver babies.  Intriguingly, the ‘witness’ to these births, regardless of which doctor was present, was nearly always the same: Isabel Lamance.  Historians working on the modern history of midwifery have noticed similar patterns.  Midwifery was declared illegal at about this time in the United States.  Yet many women practicing this craft, especially in remote areas where doctors often arrived well after the actual birth event, continued to provide their traditional service.   They would then show up as the official ‘witness’ in the formal records, in an arrangement of convenience that suited everyone involved.  I think it is a fairly safe bet that Isabel Lamance was serving as one of the valley midwives, at least by the early 1900s if not before.  
Isabel continued on in Paradise Valley after the turn of the century, running her two businesses and watching the town change again.  The silver boom had died in the late 1890s.  A series of devastating global economic collapses throughout that decade, combined with a shift to much colder weather over four or five straight years, also hit the valley’s farmers and ranchers hard.  In what people still call the “Killing Winter” of 1896, one valley rancher lost 20,000 head of sheep in a single blizzard.  The overall population of both the valley and the little town declined dramatically.  Homesteads and ranches lay abandoned across the landscape.   
But the little community hung on.  And Isabel was a part of that.  I interviewed one fourth generation Paradise rancher named Leslie Stewart, then in his seventies, about those years.  He remembered the town’s Fourth of July parties in the later 1920s as the biggest symbol of everyone’s determination to last through the hard times.  Once again, an Isabel Lamance story was involved.  Apparently, every July Fourth after the morning parade and before the afternoon rodeo, the women of town hosted a giant picnic for the whole crowd.  Isabel’s contribution was somewhat unique.  The morning of the picnic, she would have one of her teamsters take a freight wagon, and drive it the six miles to the top of Hinkey Summit (named after her son-in-law).  Up on the peak there, snow usually lasted well into the summer, even into July.  The driver would frantically shovel the whole freight wagon full with fresh snow, and then race at break-neck speed back down the treacherous summit road, bringing the snow to the back of Isabel’s little shop where she would make what the old rancher called “snow cream”: a mixture of snow, milk, sugar, and vanilla.  For the whole town.  
Isabel Lamance lived into her nineties, passing away of simple old age in the mid 1930s.  She lived an incredible life, and seems to have lived it with spirit and heart, and no small amount of plain old savvy business sense, in spite of the hardships and sadness that time brought her.  When you go to the Paradise Valley cemetery today, she is there, right beside the three other plots lying beneath that big marble obelisk she bought for her loved ones.  The part that always bugged me though, was that Isabel’s only marker is a tiny little marble footstone, not really a tombstone at all.  
And they misspelled her name: “Isabelle”.  Now, that’s just not fair!  
