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Nellie, like other prospectors of her
time, spent her life moving from
boom town to boom town and left
Nevada once the mines ran dry. No
matter where she landed, Nellie always
worked in or owned a restaurant. She
became renowned for never turning a
hungry man away. In 1875, during a
stint of mining in the Cassiar region of
British Columbia, her fame and legend
were cemented. Nellie made a 77-day
mid-winter trek of life saving food
and supplies from Victoria back to
her fellow miners. Nellie then helped
nurse the scurvy stricken miners back
to health and was from then on a
welcome sight in any mining camp.
Like Nellie, the boundaries of the
United States were ever moving. The
Gadsden purchase (1854) granted
much of Southern Arizona to the
United States. Post purchase the
Federal Government began the process
of removing Indigenous people to
reservations in the area. In 1871 the
San Carlos Apache Reservation was
established. In 1877 – 1878 the first
claims were staked near what would
become Bisbee and Tombstone.

In the early 1880s Nellie turned south
to Tucson, and then Tombstone
where Arizona would become her
unofficial American home. Nellie was
a fixture during the silver boom times
of the famous Old West town. She
owned restaurants, shops, and
boarding houses, and as she did
everywhere else, she staked and
worked her mining claims.
Nellie was also a philanthropist. She
raised money to build the first Catholic
Church in Tombstone, helped build a
miner’s hospital, and was active in and
financially supported the Tombstone
chapter of the Land League, a political
organization to support her fellow
Irish men and women back home.
Her support for the Irish cause never
wavered. She named one of her mining
claims after Charles Stewart Parnell,
and was said to have considered
joining the fight for Cuban and Puerto
Rican independence from Spain as it
reminded her of Ireland’s plight.

When her brother-in-law Thomas died from tuberculosis,
Nellie’s sister and her 5 children joined her in Tombstone. In
1884 Fanny suffered the same fate as her husband, leaving
Nellie with 5 children aged 3 – 13 to care for along with
her business interests and mining prospects. Nothing ever
slowed Nellie down.
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In addition to Tombstone and Tucson, Nellie made her
Arizona mark in Nogales, Bisbee, Phoenix, Prescott,
Globe, and Yuma. She made fortunes and gave them away,
ensured her sister’s children were educated, and became the
exception to the rule that mining was a man’s profession.
In 1924 while looking for gold in Alaska, Nellie came down
with pneumonia. She was eventually taken to St. Joseph’s
hospital in Victoria, a hospital she helped raise funds for
during its construction when she was mining in Cassiar in
1875. It was there in January of 1925 that Nellie died. She
was approximately 80 years old and a prospector until the end.

